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INTRODUCTION 


ncestor veneration has become a hot topic in recent years. People 
across a wide range of spiritual traditions, including witchcraft and 
Paganism, seem to be rediscovering rituals aimed at ancestors instead of 
gods. Meanwhile, practitioners of older traditions, including African 
diasporic traditions and traditions practiced by indigenous peoples, have 
been honoring their ancestors through ritual for hundreds of years. Because I 
reside in diverse New York City, I’ve had the privilege of hearing from 
people from many spiritual circles, all of whom seem to agree on one thing: 
first, honor your ancestors. But what does that even mean? And how do you 
do it? 

If you come from a spiritual lineage that incorporates ancestor veneration 
into its body of practices, your godparent or initiator will tell you how. But 
maybe you don’t have the benefit of a teacher. Maybe you are still seeking 
your path. Or maybe you have found that following an eclectic path suits you 
better than someone else’s teachings. Even if those statements apply to you, 
you can still have a deep, fulfilling ancestor veneration practice. I wrote this 
book to show that ancestor veneration 1s for everyone. 

Ancestor veneration can refer to any ritual or spiritual practice that 
reconnects you with the people who came before. Doing genealogical 
research, cooking your grandmother’s favorite recipe, learning the folk music 
and dance from your cultural background, and speaking to the dead in your 
dreams are all examples of ancestor veneration. Ancestor veneration 
practices can be secular, magical, or both. They complement a wide variety 
of spiritual paths. 


We see examples of ancestor veneration occurring in cultures around the 
world. The Hungry Ghost Festival, celebrated by Buddhists and Taoists in 
several Asian countries, includes offerings for the dead such as food, joss 
paper, and chants. The Egungun masquerades give ancestors a physical form 
in Yorubaland and Brazil. Sangoma diviners in South Africa prescribe 
spiritual healing according to the wisdom of the ancestors. And Catholics 
around the world honor their ancestors on All Souls’ Day (November 2), 
often incorporating Pagan customs into this nominally Christian holiday. 

I began honoring my ancestors when I became interested in witchcraft and 
Paganism. As a child, I had been taught to show respect and gratitude toward 
my ancestors who had suffered so that I could enjoy abundance and good 
health. But witchcraft taught me the importance of the cycles of nature. I 
learned that Halloween, my favorite holiday, had its roots in the Celtic Pagan 
festival Samhain. Samhain was believed to be a time when the spirit world, 
the realm of ancestors and faeries, was more accessible to us physical 
beings. It was historically celebrated by performing divination and staging 
mummers’ plays. I started by contemplating my ancestors around this time of 
year and conducting seasonal rituals to honor them. But I soon realized that 
my ancestors—the people who gave me life—were too important to honor 
just once a year. So I started looking for ways to honor them year-round. 

My ancestor veneration practice grew more important when I became 
involved in African diasporic religious communities. I have been blessed to 
meet several elders in these traditions who have generously shared their 
cultures and medicines with me. Anyone who becomes involved in African 
diasporic religion is encouraged to develop their relationship with their 
ancestors, regardless of where those ancestors hailed from. During this 
process, I was brought through rituals for honoring my ancestors that came 
from Africa via Cuba and Brazil. My teachers also encouraged me to deepen 
my understanding of my Italian ancestors’ culture, including the ways that 
they themselves had once venerated our ancestral line. And, as my ancestors 
grew stronger and more present in my life through these rituals, they sent 


other messages to me about what they considered important: lessons about 
family, friendship, love, and hope. 

Ultimately, your ancestor veneration practice is your own. You are already 
the high priest or high priestess of this religion. That means you have the 
freedom and the responsibility to honor your ancestors in a way that works 
for both you and them. Even if you are learning how to serve your ancestors 
according to the ways of a traditional lineage, there are still opportunities for 
developing your personal relationship with your own ancestors. This book 
will provide inspiration for doing so. 

As you go deeper into your ancestor veneration practices, you will see 
substantial benefits in your mundane life and magical pursuits. Think of your 
existence as an incarnate being as a garden. Anything that you want to 
manifest in this lifetime is a plant. Jobs are plants, special vacations are 
plants, lovers are plants, children are plants, creative projects are plants. 
Your ancestors are the soil, the weather, and the water that nurture the growth 
of this garden. For any plant to take root and bear fruit, it needs to be 
supported by the ancestors. It must be compatible with their soil and climate 
and nourished by their sunshine and water. But once you understand how to 
tend to your garden properly, there’s nothing you need to do to will a plant to 
grow. Just as Mother Nature is ultimately what causes plants to grow, the 
ancestors increase blessings in our lives. 

You will also find as your ancestor veneration practice flourishes that you 
have access to a new perspective. At first this will seem like greater self- 
knowledge—that is, a better understanding of who you are. But then it will 
expand into conscious awareness that transcends your lifetime and what you 
think of as yourself. The story that begins with our first breath and ends with 
our last is just one chapter in a much longer narrative. Understanding 
ourselves in the context of this narrative heals one of the most fundamental 
wounds that our culture inflicts on us: the myth that we are alone and without 
history. 

Drawing on my own experience as a spiritual being, the experiences that 
have been shared with me by my friends and teachers across a variety of 


traditions, and the experiences of students in my online course, I have 
identified several blessings that usually flow from a healthy ancestor 
veneration practice. The first 1s good health, including physical, mental, and 
emotional health. The next is the triumph of love, whether 1t comes in the 
form of attracting a new partner, blessing a long-term union, or resolving 
disputes within a family structure. The ancestors also bless us with 
creativity. For some, this may mean the creation of human children who will 
continue the ancestral line. For others, this will mean different forms of 
creativity: writing books, playing music, making art. And of course, for many 
of us, it will mean creating both children and art! 

If you practice magic, you will find that ancestor veneration supercharges 
spellwork, improves the accuracy and usefulness of divination, and 
establishes a firm foundation for other forms of spirit contact. When you are 
in right relationship with your ancestors, you can call on them while 
performing spells and ask them to speak through your preferred divination 
tool. They can facilitate contact with other types of spirits if you decide to 
pursue that type of relationship with the spirit world. They can act as 
bouncers, preventing spirits that don’t have your best interests at heart from 
getting access to you. 

In addition to the benefits, I’ve also heard some common concerns from 
students who are new to ancestor veneration. I’d like to take a moment to 
address these now. 

What if I don’t know who my ancestors are? 

Everyone has blood ancestors—that is, ancestors who made your body 
with their bodies. You don’t need to know their names or where they were 
from to know that these people lived and died so they could dream you into 
being. Collecting genealogical information and family histories is a beautiful 
and worthwhile practice. But there are other equally beautiful and 
worthwhile practices that are more accessible to people who were adopted 
or who are currently estranged from their families of origin. 

In recent years, genetic tests that reveal where our ancestors were 
probably from have become very popular. Some people find these tests to be 


a helpful starting point for an ancestor veneration practice, especially if they 
don’t otherwise know anything about their ancestors yet. However, the 
results of these tests are still prone to error, and they ignore the fact that not 
all of our cultural inheritance is transmitted biologically. Only half of each 
parent’s DNA is passed down to the next generation, so ancestors who are 
spiritually close to you may leave no trace in your physical genes. And of 
course, genetic tests can’t reveal the instances of adoption and cultural 
exchange that may have shaped your ancestral line. If you think a test like this 
would be helpful for you, treat it like any other form of divination, like a 
tarot reading or your monthly horoscope: it’s a source of inspiration, not a 
commandment carved into stone. 

Students who start out with little or no knowledge of their blood ancestors 
often find that after they begin a veneration practice, new information about 
their blood ancestors appears. Trust that however much you know right now, 
is what you need to know right now. What you need to know in the future will 
be revealed to you in the future. I’ve seen this in my own life: genealogical 
information and family heirlooms were gifted to me in my first few years of 
serious ancestor veneration practice. And more recently, unexpected 
Opportunities to study my ancestral language and music traditions have 
appeared. Ten years ago, I never could have imagined how these gifts would 
find their way to me! 

What if I dont like my ancestors? 

Ancestor veneration is still for you—even if you have a bad relationship 
with your family of origin, and even if you are ashamed of who your 
ancestors from the past hundred years were or what they did. Your line is 
longer and much more diverse than you may realize. You may find that you 
connect with an older generation of your ancestors, a generation you may not 
have known in this lifetime. When we go far back enough, we all find 
ancestors who lived in right relationship with the earth and with each other. 
These ancestors set an example for how we can live today. They can also 
help bring healing and structure to an ancestral line that has become 


confused. When we reach backward, they reach forward, and the generations 
in between fall in line. 

There are also other types of ancestors beyond the immediate blood 
lineage. These can include ancestors from a spiritual lineage, ancestors we 
share something special in common with (such as our identity or vocation), 
and spiritual guides who have chosen to walk with us in this lifetime for their 
own reasons. Your ancestor veneration practice can encompass all of these 
types of ancestors and more. 

What if I don't know anything about my ancestral traditions or practice 
a religion different from that of my ancestors? 

Ancestral wisdom is so much more than just “do this the exact same way 
we did.” It’s about integrating lessons learned over many lifetimes to make 
better decisions. Much of our world today is new. Our technologies, 
problems, and opportunities are very different from what our ancestors faced 
in their lifetimes. Even the wisest ancestor in your line wouldn’t know what 
to do if they could somehow time-travel forward to today. 

Ultimately, you are the one who is alive today. That means you are in the 
driver’s seat for this particular road trip. Your ancestors are there with you 
to help you navigate, pick out a playlist, and pass you snacks from the 
backseat. But make no mistake: every turn you take is your own. And one 
day, you won’t be in the driver’s seat anymore. 


About This Book 


This book was written primarily as a guide for spiritual people who are not 
learning how to honor their ancestors according to their family tradition or 
spiritual lineage. If you do have the benefit of learning directly from a living 
teacher how to engage with your ancestors according to shared customs, 
please listen to your teacher before you listen to me. But, if your teacher 
supports you doing so, this book can also provide inspiration for you to 
expand your repertoire of ancestor veneration practices. 


I was inspired to write this book because I have experienced both the 
immense benefit of learning from living teachers who are part of a spiritual 
lineage, and the creative drive to independently research and explore my 
own ancestral practices. I am an initiated Olorisha (Orisha priestess), a 
Quimbandeira com licenca (initiated devotee of Exu and Pomba Gira), and 
an apprentice to master folk musician Alessandra Belloni in my ancestral 
musico-spiritual tradition. Each of those lineages has required careful study 
under my teachers, to whom I owe far more than can be stated briefly in this 
introduction. But each of those lineages has also pushed me both to go deeper 
in the others and to explore new territories which are not guarded by living 
teachers at this time. 

As such, nothing you will see in this book is traditional per se. But 
everything within it is informed by my training in these traditions, which 
provided the foundation for my personal ancestor veneration practice and my 
work as a medium. (These latter two have informed each other to the point 
where they can no longer be extricated.) Because I am not writing this book 
to transmit a tradition and you as the reader are not formally my student, I 
invite you to do with this material whatever you feel is necessary. You can 
follow it to the letter or burn it and eat the ashes. Your ancestors are a part of 
you, which means that your intuition is ultimately your best guide in the 
matter. The best that a book can do is inspire you: give you ideas to react to 
and ritual actions to try. This book is my offering to you and your ancestors. 
There is no right or wrong way to reap the benefit of this sacrifice. 

Like all authors, my approach to the material is informed by my cultural 
context. As such, you may notice that I lean heavily on examples from the 
traditions that I have a personal connection to. This includes material drawn 
from Roman Catholicism, which has been practiced in some form by my 
ancestors for the past two millennia. Catholicism is rich with ancestor 
veneration in the form of lore, prayers, and rituals. Though I am not a 
traditional Catholic by any means, I still find these technologies powerful 
and accessible. I have included them in this book because they illustrate 
general principles and I know them well enough to explain them—not 


because I wish to proselytize. If you have Catholic ancestry, you may wish to 
employ some of these technologies while dealing with your ancestors, even if 
you are not yourself a practicing Catholic. If you have no connection to 
Catholicism, you may prefer to focus on the principle rather than the 
implementation details. Please substitute prayers and rituals from your own 
religious background as appropriate. 

This book is organized into eleven chapters. Readers who are entirely new 
to the topic of ancestor veneration will find it easier to read the chapters in 
order. Spiritual practitioners who already have a functional ancestor 
veneration practice but are hoping to improve specific aspects of it can read 
whatever chapters they need in whatever order they like. 

Each chapter concludes with a series of optional journal prompts. These 
are shared to help you process the material, which can at times require deep, 
courageous reflection. You can answer all of them, none of them, or just the 
ones you like. You can buy a new journal and dedicate it specifically to your 
ancestor veneration practice. If you already have a magical diary or a dream 
journal, you can use that book for these prompts as well. If you don’t like 
writing, you can answer these out loud in front of your ancestor altar (if you 
don’t have one yet, no worries—we’ll talk about how to build one in chapter 
3). Or, if you are reading this book with a book club, these prompts can be 
discussed in circle together. 

The first chapter explains who the ancestors are. There are many different 
types of ancestors, including blood ancestors, lineage ancestors, affinity 
ancestors, and others. We talk about the difference between ancestors and 
ghosts. We will also prepare you for the initial steps along this path, 
including the signs to watch for as you start to pay more attention to your 
ancestors (and they to you). 

The second chapter delves into the topic of ancestral trauma. Everyone has 
some form of ancestral trauma. We talk about what trauma is, and how to 
deal with it by facing it, processing it through memorial art, and dying well 
for the sake of future generations. 


In the third chapter, we discuss ancestor altars. Ancestor altars can be 
simple or elaborate, permanent or temporary. Your ancestor altar will reflect 
your unique taste and relationship with the space you inhabit. We will share 
some inspiration for what to include when building your altar, as well as 
magical workings that can be done at the altar. 

The fourth chapter explores the world of offerings, which can be given at 
your ancestor altar or elsewhere. Offerings create an energetic exchange 
between the living and the dead, thus reaffirming the sacred relationship that 
already exists. It also covers how to give and clean up offerings. I share a list 
of offerings from my own personal practice, that I hope will inspire but not 
confine you as you begin to give offerings to your ancestors. 

Along with offerings, you may wish to begin praying to and for your 
ancestors, which is covered in the fifth chapter. You will read some of the 
most popular prayers for the dead from several religious traditions. We will 
also discuss how to write your own prayers. 

Chapter 6 focuses on spiritual hygiene for yourself and your home. Many 
of us choose to honor our ancestors along with the spirits of place that share 
our homes with us. Spiritual hygiene is especially important for those who 
wish to explore the mediumship exercises described in subsequent chapters. 
In this chapter, you will find recipes for some of my favorite DIY cleansing 
methods. 

Chapter 7 introduces the practice of mediumship. I believe that we all 
have a special connection with our ancestors, a connection which can result 
in the mediumistic transmission of important wisdom through dream and 
altered states of consciousness. We’ll look at exercises designed to facilitate 
this transmission. 

In chapter 8, we talk about deepening the practice of mediumship. 
Crucially, this means integrating messages received through mediumship. It 
also means developing your discernment as a medium. We’ll also look at 
how mediumship can be confirmed and refined using divinatory tools. 

Chapter 9 introduces the world of plant spirit allies who may assist you in 
your ancestor veneration practice by cleansing people, items, or spaces of 


miasma; by improving mediumship through increased psychic sensitivity and 
clarity; and by healing spirits of the living and the dead. I share some of my 
favorite plant spirit allies related to my personal ancestor veneration 
practice, many of which are easy to grow yourself or can be found in your 
local grocery store. 

Within chapter 10, we talk about what magic is and how it works. Finally, 
in chapter |1, I share spells that call upon the ancestors to invite healing, 
love, prosperity, and protection into your life. All of these spells can be 
adapted to your personal circumstances and taste; none require expensive 
ingredients or hard-to-find tools. 

As you read through this book, I hope you will remember that you are not 
alone. Ancestor veneration is an important component of the spiritual 
ecosystem that has been honored in many cultures throughout the world. The 
lack of ancestor veneration practices in our own culture is unusual and 
unhealthy. It is related to, and perhaps responsible for, many of our great 
cultural diseases, including death denialism, racism, misogyny, and 
humanmade ecological crisis. Healing our personal relationship with our 
ancestors 1s one small but powerful way we can address these collective 
wounds. 

It takes guts to diverge from cultural norms. Our culture tells us that the 
dead are either gone or in some inaccessible afterlife. But instinctively, we 
as a Species know better. You don’t need to adopt a particular set of beliefs 
to shift your life so that ancestor veneration becomes a central part of it. All 
you need to do is let yourself be vulnerable enough to try something new. 
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WHO ARE THE 
ANCESTORS? 


A ccording to the best estimates of modern science, humans evolved in 
East Africa somewhere between 200,000 and 400,000 years ago. All humans 
alive today have descended from a single African woman referred to as 
Mitochondrial Eve, who lived between 100,000 and 250,000 years ago. 
Some of us began to migrate out of Africa roughly 70,000 to 135,000 years 
ago. After hundreds of thousands of years as nomadic hunters and gatherers, 
we developed agriculture 10,000 years ago. Shortly after that, our ability to 
produce and store surplus grain enabled us to build the first cities. And then, 
only 5,000 years ago, we began keeping written records of our history. 
Through ancestor veneration, we tap into the power of the entire human story, 
which spans hundreds of millennia. 

But contemplating 200,000 to 400,000 years of living beings can be 
overwhelming, so let’s make it easier on ourselves. Let’s start by looking at 
categories of ancestors. These categories are not traditional per se; they 
reflect my observations as someone who has had the benefit of participating 
in ritual across multiple spiritual traditions. I present them not because these 
categories are set in stone but to inspire you to think about the many different 
types of relationships you have with those who have come before you. 


Blood Ancestors 


This is what most people think of when they hear the word “ancestors.” This 
group includes your parents, your parents’ parents, your parents’ parents’ 
parents, and so on and so forth, all the way back to Mitochondrial Eve. We 
all have a special relationship with our blood ancestors because they created 
our bodies with their bodies. And because the body 1s the foundation for all 
other work in this lifetime, both in ancestor veneration and other pursuits, I 
encourage my students to honor this group first. Everything that you want to 
do you will find easier if your body is in good health. 

But what does it mean to honor one group of ancestors first? That will 
vary from person to person. In Ocha (also called Santeria or Lucumi), we 
honor Egun—a combination of blood and lineage ancestors (explained 
below)—before any religious ceremony: we give them offerings and ask for 
their blessing through divination before proceeding. You might honor your 
blood ancestors first by giving them offerings before doing other types of 
spiritual work, such as reading tarot or casting a spell. Or you might honor 
them first by praying to them first thing in the morning, after you wake up. 
Ultimately, honoring them first simply means acknowledging that this is the 
first group of people you made a spiritual pact with, that pact being your 
decision to be born into their line. All other partnerships, initiations, and 
affiliations came after and were rooted in this pact. 

A strong relationship with your blood ancestors will also serve as your 
first line of defense against hostile spirits. Once you have entered into good 
relationship with your blood ancestors, you can call on them for help when 
an unwelcome spirit has entered your home or started following you around. 
This is usually a lot simpler and more effective than complicated banishing 
rituals. 

You may find that as you go deeper into your ancestor veneration practice, 
you begin to gravitate more toward a group of ancestors that isn’t your blood 
ancestors. Maybe you will feel more connected to your spouse’s ancestors. 
Maybe you will focus more of your ancestor veneration practice on your 


guides (described below). Or perhaps you will feel naturally drawn toward 
ancestors that you have a particular affinity with, such as a shared vocation. 
That’s entirely normal. But it’s still important that we never forget the blood 
ancestors, because they have much to teach us. 

The blood ancestors preside over a particular set of mysteries relating to 
the origin and ultimate destination of life on earth. The process of our 
evolution as a species plays out in the development of the human embryo. It 
starts with a single cell in an ocean of amniotic fluid, just as life on earth 
began with a single-celled organism in the ocean. As the cell divides and 
multiplies, it takes forms with increasing complexity, resembling species that 
evolved earlier than we did. This is why most animal embryos look the same 
during the early stages in their development. 

As we consider the mysteries of our blood ancestors, it’s important to 
remember that the human body hasn’t fundamentally changed since we left 
Africa hundreds of thousands of years ago. Thus, all forms of bodywork, 
including yoga, breathwork, and massage, can be incorporated into your 
practice with your blood ancestors. You may invoke them before engaging in 
these endeavors, or you may find that these modalities help you to 
communicate with them. Often, messages from our ancestors come in the 
form of bodily sensations. You'll learn more about the body’s capacity for 
mediumship in later chapters. 


Recently Deceased Relatives 

In dreams and visions, the blood ancestors may appear as individuals or as a 
collective. The recently deceased may appear in a form that resembles what 
they were like in life. In my experience, the recently deceased can be some of 
the most difficult ancestors to work with. Death is a profound and 
challenging process. In many cultures, it is believed that the dead must travel 
over a bridge to return to the spirit world to be renewed. In southern Italy 
and Sicily, this bridge is called the Ponte di San Giacomo, and it is said to 
be covered in knives, needles, and thorns. This belief is reflected in the 
Catholic doctrine of Purgatory, where the recently deceased are purified 


before they can be reunited with God. It can be helpful to pray for these 
ancestors so that their passage to the afterlife 1s quicker and less painful. 
Offerings of cool water, light, and soft white cloth can also help. 


Lineage Ancestors 

Some ancestors aren’t a part of our direct bloodline back to Mitochondrial 
Eve, but they feel so close to us that they might as well be. These are lineage 
ancestors. Often, lineage ancestors are formally adopted through signing 
binding papers or rituals which resemble a rebirth. They can include the 
blood ancestors of adoptive parents, the ancestral in-laws who adopt us 
through marriage, or ancestors who are acquired when we are formally 
adopted into an initiatory lineage. In my experience, lineage ancestors tend to 
behave like blood ancestors, in that they expect to receive special honors. 


Adoption 

If you were adopted, you may wish to set aside some time to reflect on your 
respective relationships with your blood and adoptive families. Either or 
both of these lines may stand up to bless you immediately as you begin your 
ancestor veneration practice. You should follow your instinct regarding 
whether you wish to honor one of those lines more than the other, or both 
equally. Even if you notice one of the two seems more aloof as you begin, 
you may find that as you continue this work, the quiet line will become more 
actively interested in you. Just like our relationships with our living family, 
our relationships with our ancestors are dynamic and can change over time. 


Partnership 

As marriage becomes less popular and new relationship arrangements 
become more common, a certain degree of discretion may be needed to 
assess whether your partner’s ancestors act as lineage ancestors for you. If 
you are not married but wondering whether your partner’s ancestors act as 
your lineage ancestors and vice versa, consider whether you have made any 


formalized declaration of commitment to each other in front of your families 
and community. In my experience, ancestors tend to respond to this sort of 
ceremony, and you may find they feel closer during important rituals such as 
baptisms, coming-of-age ceremonies, graduations, weddings, and funerals. 
(Consequently, these are times when you should be on your best behavior, 
and when divination is particularly powerful.) You and your partner can 
consider honoring your ancestors through a shared altar if that feels right to 
you both. 


Initiation 

Initiation is a formal admittance into a closed society or group, typically 
marked with a ritual. Most people are familiar with initiation in the context 
of spiritual traditions. A wide range of spiritual traditions include initiation 
ceremonies, from Wicca to the African diasporic traditions. Even the concept 
of Apostolic succession, the uninterrupted transmission of spiritual authority 
from the Apostles through successive popes, is a form of initiation. Often, 
spiritual initiation ceremonies involve the formal recognition of the initiate 
by the lineage ancestors. Going forward, the initiate has the benefit of access 
to these ancestors as well as the responsibility to honor them. 

However, initiations can happen in secular contexts as well. In some 
universities, doctoral graduates are officially recognized the moment they 
receive a handshake from a university authority, who likewise received a 
handshake from the university authority who was installed before him or her, 
and so on and so forth back to the founding of the university. Even within the 
secular context of academia, there is a recognition of the power of initiation 
and lineage ancestry. 


Affinity Ancestors 
Affinity ancestors are those who share your vocation, cultural identity, or 
other affinity. If you are a poet, you may feel that all or individual poets from 
history are affinity ancestors. If you are lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender, 


you may choose to celebrate rituals honoring LGBT ancestors. However, 
there is no formalized line connecting you directly to them the same way 
there is with lineage ancestors. Consequently, these ancestors tend to expect 
less from us in terms of how we honor them. 

Affinity ancestors will typically be most interested in matters related to 
whatever quality you share with them. Returning to our examples from above, 
a poet may pray to the spirits of dead poets for help in removing writer’s 
block or getting published. Likewise, an LGBT person may pray to the LGBT 
ancestors for strength when facing oppression related to their sexual 
orientation or gender identity. These ancestors have special insight into the 
part of our lives that they knew in theirs. And it is important for people who 
belong to groups that are left out of the official historical narrative to know 
about the ones who came before. Honoring them reminds us that we all have 
a history, even if that history has been suppressed in recent years. 


Saints 

The saints are ancestors who achieved power through a life of spiritual focus 
and who have chosen to remain accessible to the living in order to provide 
us assistance in this realm. Saints don’t have to be Catholic or even 
Christian. Many spiritual traditions, including Buddhism, Hinduism, and 
Islam, teach some concept of sainthood. We even find a natural inclination 
toward honoring secular saints in popular culture. For example, after the 
musician David Bowie died in 2016, a memorial sprung up in the street 
outside his New York City home. People left flowers, candles, and other 
offerings there, not because his death was particularly tragic or untimely but 
because they wanted to connect with his spirit. It was one of hundreds, 
maybe thousands of public signs of mourning and devotion dedicated to him. 

Saints are accessible to all, but may take a particular interest in some. If 
you were named after a saint or took a saint’s name through the Catholic 
sacrament of confirmation, you may wish to explore that relationship even if 
you aren’t otherwise impressed by Catholic dogma. You might do the same if 


you were born on a particular saint’s feast day. The innate or developed 
relationship with a saint is called patronage. The word reflects an 
underlying metaphor based on how rich, powerful people have historically 
supported the work of their favorite artists. A patron saint will help you 
achieve your soul’s purpose by removing obstacles, providing opportunities, 
and making sure your basic survival needs are met, so long as you continue to 
produce work which aligns with that saint’s vision for the world. 


Spirit Guides 
Like saints, guides are elevated ancestors who are not directly related to us 
by blood or by lineage but who have chosen to walk with us in this 
incarnation and teach us. Unlike saints, who are universal with affinities to 
specific groups, guides are specific to the individual. 

Within the various traditions of espiritismo that exist throughout Latin 
America and the Caribbean, it is typically believed that any individual will 
have a spiritual court—that is, a group of guides who are especially close to 
that person. While some guides stay with us throughout our lives, others may 
join us for a shorter period, be it for a day, a reason, or a season. Guides are 
often described in terms of the Comisiones they belong to. The Comisiones 
represent groups of spirits, usually from a similar ethnic background, who 
are regarded as specialists in a particular type of magic. Working with an 
espiritista often starts with the identification of the spirits in your court. 

I have found that while the exact nature of the Comisiones may be specific 
to certain peoples and lands, the general principle of the spiritual court is 
something we all might benefit from considering. We all exist within a 
spiritual ecosystem, and certain spirit guides will be closer to us than others 
for a wide variety of mysterious reasons. As you deepen your ancestor 
veneration practice, you may find that your guides become more vocal, 
reaching out to you through dream or while in prayer. In my experience, 
guides are more disposed toward working for others than blood and lineage 


ancestors are, so if you are a professional diviner or magic-worker, these 
relationships are well worth developing. 


Ghosts 


Until this point, the groups we have discussed have been ancestors who are 
able and willing to help you. However, not all spirits of deceased humans 
are helpful, either because they lack the power to do so or are in a state of 
spiritual dis-ease that makes it difficult for them to act responsibly. I refer to 
these souls of the dead as ghosts, rather than ancestors. 

I was taught growing up that ghosts were spirits of the dead who were 
disturbed by some business from their lives that had been left unfinished, and 
which they no longer had the power to address. This could be anyone from a 
murder victim seeking justice to a mother whose young children were 
depending on her when she died. The problem with ghosts is the degree to 
which they seek resolution through the living, often by replicating the 
problems they failed to resolve in their own lives. 

In dealing with ghosts, we avoid giving them strength through offerings or 
praying for them to intercede on our behalf. Instead, we pray for them to find 
peace, accept that they have died, and move on to the next world. 


Related Spirits 
All of these groups—blood ancestors, lineage ancestors, affinity ancestors, 
saints, guides, and even ghosts—have one thing in common: they were all 
once human, and typically appear either as individual humans or a collective 
of humans. But the line between humanity and the rest of the world is fuzzier 
than you might expect. So, let’s also take a look at some groups of related 
spirits you may encounter as you begin venerating your ancestors. 


Land Spirits 


The spirits of a particular plot of land may include the humans, animals, 
plants, fungi, and any other organisms that were born, lived, or died on that 
land. It is important to honor them, particularly if your family has a 
relationship with the land you live on that was built up through careful 
stewardship over multiple generations. They were there before you, they’ ll 
probably be there after you, and that is itself'a type of power. 


House Spirits 

Some people say house spirits are essentially land spirits: the spirits of the 
land the house stands on, or the natural materials used to build the house. I 
live in an apartment, not a house, but I still honor spirits that sit at critical 
points in my home: for example, the spirit of the front door, which is 
responsible for allowing other spirits to come in (or kicking unwanted spirits 
out). Which house spirits you honor will depend on the structure of your 
home. 


Non-Human Ancestors 
As a species, humans did not appear out of thin air. We evolved out of 
animals, who evolved out of fungi, who evolved out of plants, and so on. The 
whole web of life on earth is one family. This means that after a certain 
point, your ancestors (and even living relatives) are no longer human. You 
may find that your ancestral line has a particular affinity to certain plants or 
animals. You may absolutely include these in your ancestor veneration 
practice. In my work as an herbalist, I address certain plants as my elders 
and treat them with the same respect I would give to my great-grandparents. 
Because the boundary between us as humans and other life forms is fuzzy, I 
think it’s absolutely appropriate to include deceased pets in your ancestor 
veneration practice. 


A Ritual to Reconnect 
with Your Ancestors 


This ritual is designed especially for individuals who are hoping to start an 
ancestor veneration practice for the first time, or who have not honored their 
ancestors in a long time. It 1s designed to invite your ancestors to draw near 
to you. 

Before performing this ritual, you may wish to put together a list of the 
names of your ancestors going back as far as you remember. This list should 
include your direct ancestors—that is, your biological mother and father, and 
their biological mothers and fathers, and so on. You may also include other 
ancestors, including anyone who nurtured you for a significant length of time, 
especially when you were a child. 

Obtain a white candle. This can be any kind of candle: a glass- 
encased seven-day candle from a grocery store, a shabbat candle, a tea light. 
It can even be scented or electric, if that’s what you have on hand! Along 
with the candle, get a nice loaf of unsliced bread and a bottle of either wine 
or spring water, depending on what you like to drink. 

Fast for at least an hour. Then, take your candle to a quiet place in your 
home. The kitchen or the dining room are ideal, and if you need to wait until 
the evening for the bustle of day to calm down in those areas, it will be worth 
it. If you have family or roommates who are also interested in ancestor 
veneration, you can invite them to come with you. 

Take a moment to breathe. Then, light your candle and say: 

“Through the love of the first Mother and the first Father, I remember my 
ancestors. I remember them in joy and sorrow. I remember that this air is the 
air they breathed, that this bread is the bread they ate, that this wine/water is 
the wine/water they drank.” 

Now, if you feel comfortable doing so, you can read the list of names that 
you have prepared. After you recite each name, say a short prayer for their 
soul. There are several of these out there; for example, “May he/she rest in 
peace,” “Peace be upon him/her,” et cetera. 

Take the bread and hold it in your hands. Pray for nourishment: “We pray 
that we will always have the resources we need so that our body can handle 
the work we are called to do.” 


Now, rip off a small piece and put it on a plate before the candle. Don’t 
use a knife; this isn’t the time for weapons. Rip off pieces for anyone who is 
joining you and one for yourself. 

Now, take the water or the wine. Pray for inspiration: “We pray for clear 
words, clear vision, and clear purpose.” 

Pour it in a glass and leave it before the candle along with the piece of 
bread. Serve some of the drink to anyone who is joining you, and to yourself. 
You can drink out of individual cups, or a shared cup, or even pass the bottle 
around, depending on what kind of a mood you’re in. 

Relax and enjoy the gentle glow of the candle. Some people see shapes 
when they gaze at a candle for a long period of time. Perhaps you will see 
something in the flame or the melted wax, or perhaps a strange thought will 
occur to you unlike any you have had before. Whatever you see or feel is 
appropriate. Write it in your journal or share it with your companions. 


Final Thoughts 


As you begin working on your relationship with your ancestors—and really, 
even reading this book counts as working on that relationship—there are 
several things you are likely to encounter that you should know about. The 
first is coincidences, synchronicities, and dreams. These will increase in 
frequency and weirdness. Typically, they should be pleasant and rewarding: 
a chance meeting that leads to a new opportunity, a coincidence that reminds 
you of a happy childhood memory with your grandfather, a dream that 
prompts you to call your mother right when she’s about to call you. It’s good 
to pay attention to these, especially when they delight you. But it’s also 
important not to pay too much attention to any particular sign. It’s easy for 
people on a magical path to go down a rabbit hole of synchronicity that can 
lead to obsession, paranoia, or worse—becoming insufferably boring at 
parties. Think about it this way: if you feel haunted by a particular number 
that seems to be sent directly to you from the spirit world, maybe spend five 
dollars on a lottery ticket ... but don’t bet a month’s paycheck on it. 


The next change to expect as you develop your relationship with your 
ancestors is a shift in your relationship with your living family. The spirit 
world is like a mirror: everything you do 1s reflected there, somewhere. As 
you reach backward, your ancestors —including the strongest, most loving 
ones, sometimes millennia removed from the present—reach forward. And 
when your fingertips meet, the generations in between fall in line. As the 
whole collective heals itself, youll notice your living family changing as 
well. You don’t need to tell family members about your ancestor veneration 
practice for them to benefit from it, but I have found that politely asking your 
relatives about the people they knew and loved who came before can be a 
profound experience. 

The final change to expect is that more information about your ancestors 
and their cultures will likely find its way to you. This is not necessarily 
something you need to seek out. You'll randomly find genealogical 
information, flyers for dance classes, and used cookbooks in the strangest 
places. If you are starting with less information about your ancestors than you 
would like, trust that anything truly important for you to know will find its 
way to you. Remember: you’re not in this alone! Your ancestors have your 
back. 


Journal Prompts 
1. What do you remember learning about history, anthropology, or 
sociology when you were in school? What did those lessons teach you 
about human nature? How has your understanding of history and human 
nature evolved since then? 


2. On a fresh page of paper, ideally the first page of a new journal, write 
down all the names of your blood and lineage ancestors that you know of. 
If you were adopted, make sure to include your adoptive parents and their 
ancestors. If this list seems short to you right now, try to make some time to 
talk to a living relative who might have more information, or start doing 
your own genealogical research. 


3. What naming patterns exist in your family? Are any of your relatives 
named after official or folk saints? After other relatives? 


4. Beyond your blood and lineage ancestry, what other groups do you 
identify with? Are there any people who belonged to those groups 
throughout history that you particularly admire? 


5. Have you ever felt the presence of a guardian angel or spirit guide in 
your life? Has there ever been a moment when you felt as though a spirit 
stepped forward to protect, guide, or inspire you? 
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HEALING ANCESTRAL 
TRAUMA 


H veryone has ancestral trauma. It doesn’t matter what kind of privilege 
Or oppression you experience in this lifetime. You have ancestors who 
experienced trauma, including its most extreme manifestations: war, slavery, 
genocide, and things we cannot even imagine. 

Trauma is psychic damage. It can occur as the result of a single, severely 
disturbing event. Or it can be caused by a moderately upsetting event that 
recurred regularly over a period of time. Many of us are already familiar 
with the psychological symptoms of trauma, which include complex feelings 
such as anxiety, depression, denial, and mental confusion. There are also 
physical symptoms associated with trauma, including insomnia, fatigue, 
physical pain, and muscle tension. The line we perceive between the 
psychological and the physical is blurry at best. 

At this point, I feel it’s important to recognize that ancestor veneration 1s 
not a substitute for good mental and physical health care. However, it can 
work in partnership with good care to assist in healing your inherited trauma. 
Healing often requires a multi-modality approach. 

We tend to think of trauma as isolated to the individual. A distressing event 
happens, and the individual who experienced it has trauma. But trauma can 
be transgenerational too. New evidence suggests a biological basis for the 


symptoms of trauma that can be passed from parent to child. Even if you 
never met your parents, you may still inherit their ancestral trauma. 

In 2015, Rachel Yehuda, Director of the Traumatic Stress Studies Division 
at the Mount Sinai School of Medicine, published the results of a study 
looking at the genes of thirty-two Jewish Holocaust survivors. All of these 
people had been interned in Nazi concentration camps or experienced torture 
by Nazi agents. Dr. Yehuda and her team also studied the genes of twenty-two 
children who were born to Holocaust survivors after the war. Previous 
scientific studies had already established that the children of Holocaust 
survivors were at a higher risk for developing post-traumatic stress disorder, 
depression, and anxiety, especially if their parents had similar symptoms. But 
Dr. Yehuda found evidence that this apparent inheritance of trauma was 
caused by epigenetics—that is, not genes themselves but the biological 
mechanisms that modify the expression of those genes. 

The science explaining this is new and thus still controversial. More 
research will be needed before we can fully understand the consequences of 
Dr. Yehuda’s findings. Also, ’'m a spiritualist, not an epigeneticist—I 
recommend going to a scientist for your science. I share this information 
because I have seen so many people working in the field of ancestral healing 
jump up and say, “This resonates. This explains something that I have seen in 
my own life, or in the lives of the people I work with.” Even if Dr. Yehuda’s 
study proves to be imperfect, her work is already making a difference in the 
lives of many people by helping them name and contextualize their own 
experiences. 

Unresolved trauma, whether it originates in your ancestral line or your 
personal lifetime, plays out in your unconscious behaviors. This can include 
addictions, sleep disorders, and destructive patterns in intimate 
relationships. There’s no one-size-fits-all solution to resolving trauma. 
Gradually becoming aware of the patterns in your life and relationships is 
often the first step toward healing. 

The truth is, we can’t really hide trauma, and ignoring it doesn’t make it 
disappear. Some of the ancestors in our lines may have tried to do this out of 


love, thinking that they could spare their children the suffering they had 
known if they stayed silent. But fortunately (or unfortunately), our bodies 
remember what our minds forget. We still end up haunted by the past, even if 
no one tells us about it. 

Even spiritually inclined people can be guilty of this. Online and in 
person, I frequently see something called “spiritual bypassing.” The term 
was first introduced in the early 1980s by John Welwood, a Buddhist teacher 
and psychotherapist, who defined it as a “tendency to use spiritual ideas and 
practices to sidestep or avoid facing unresolved emotional issues, 
psychological wounds, and unfinished developmental tasks.” In other words, 
spiritual bypassing is shifting the conversation to talk about love and light 
whenever it starts to get a little too real. The problem with focusing on love 
and light 24/7 is that your trauma continues to affect you, no matter how many 
positive thoughts you think or how many crystals you buy. And talking about 
love and light all the time also really annoys your friends. 

There are three things we can do to ensure that the buck stops here with us 
in this lifetime, so future generations won’t have to deal with the same old 
ghosts: we can face our ancestral trauma, we can make art, and we can die 
well. 


Facing Ancestral Trauma 

The first step is just to sit with it. Don’t deny it. Don’t try to fix it right away. 
Rushing to fix something is another form of denial. Just take a moment to let it 
be. It can be helpful to make the space for older living generations to talk 
about their experiences, but it’s also important to respect their boundaries. If 
they don’t want to talk yet, don’t make them. 

The next step is to forgive. Forgiveness is magic. And like most magic, it 
sounds simple at first but is profoundly difficult to practice. 

Psychologists define forgiveness as a conscious decision to let go of 
feelings of resentment toward someone who has harmed you. I’ve also heard 


it said that forgiveness is the decision to no longer expect any past other than 
the one that has actually happened. 

This definition of forgiveness may sound familiar to anyone who has 
studied yoga. The Yoga Sutra of Patanjali are a series of 196 sutras 
(aphorisms or spiritual teachings) that describe the theory and practice of 
yoga, most likely compiled around 400 CE. It is the first record we have of 
the eightfold path of yoga. While many Westerners today think of yoga as a 
series of physical postures or asanas, those bodily exercises form only one 
of the eight limbs. Another, niyama, includes virtuous habits for day-to-day 
living. An important component of niyama is santosha, which is often 
translated as “contentment” or “satisfaction.” Santosha in practice means 
accepting things as they are. It means rejecting the stories we tell ourselves 
in which something is lacking in ourselves, in others, or in life itself. 

In ancestor veneration and in any spiritual practice, it can be tempting to 
view life’s imperfections as an obstacle to growth. We tell ourselves things 
like “I would be better at yoga if I were more flexible,” or “I would be better 
at ancestor veneration if my family wasn’t so messed up.” But the areas 
where we hurt the most are the areas where we’re growing the most. Like the 
alchemists of old, we can turn lead into gold. Instead of wishing we had 
“better” ancestors (or living family members), we must accept them as they 
are: flawed in life and constantly evolving after death. 

Here’s the trick: forgiveness doesn’t happen because the person who hurt 
you deserves it. It happens because you deserve it. You deserve peace. You 
deserve to have space in your life for new, beautiful things, and the energy to 
make them happen. 

Forgiving is not the same as forgetting. You don’t need to deny what has 
happened to you, or pretend it wasn’t that serious, or that it doesn’t still 
affect you. Forgiveness can help heal a damaged relationship with family 
members who are equally committed to doing right in that relationship. Does 
it mean that you have to stay in that relationship? No. You can forgive 
someone that you are estranged from. You can forgive someone and continue 
to pursue legal action against them, or demand some other form of 


accountability from them. You can forgive someone and still speak publicly 
about how they harmed you. 

When we choose to forgive our families of origin, it can be helpful to 
remember that they have experienced the personal sorrows closest to our 
own. They inherited the same genes and the same ancestral trauma, even if 
these things expressed themselves through your family members in different 
ways. They experienced similar forms of oppression, even if its 
manifestation changed from one generation to the next. 

When we choose to forgive our ancestors, it can be helpful to remember 
that some of them were oppressors, some of them were oppressed, and some 
of them were both. All ancestral lines are diverse and include people who 
hailed from foreign countries, spoke different languages, and may not have 
looked anything like us. Hurt people hurt other people. We can never fully 
understand why someone did the things they did in life. Ancestor veneration 
shows us that the soul continues to evolve after death. Our ancestors’ current 
form is not the same form they had in life. 

Forgiveness does not mean passivity in the face of ongoing oppression. On 
the contrary, part of canceling the past’s hold on us is refocusing our attention 
on the present so we can shape the future. After we have stared down the 
demons of the past, we can fight the demons of the present without flinching. 
The process of forgiveness can manifest in a renewed commitment to truth- 
telling and activism. 

What do you need to do to forgive? That will vary from person to person. 
It starts with the commitment to forgive, and you are required to have a little 
faith that you can forgive. That might seem hard right now, but I have faith in 
you. 


A Ritual for Elevating 
a Troubled Ancestor 


This ritual can be performed when an individual ancestor with unresolved 
trauma is causing problems to manifest in your life, especially problems 
related to self-esteem and mental health. In my experience, this happens most 
often within the first few years after death, when the soul is making a 
transition to the afterlife and the living family is restructuring. However, it 
can also happen with people who lived long ago, even those whose names 
are not entirely known but whose destructive presence is revealed through 
divination or dream. 

For this ritual, you will need a white cloth, a glass of water, nine white 
candles (chime candles, votive candles, or tea lights), eight sturdy books of 
similar size, and a picture of the ancestor (if known) or a significator (for 
example, a picture you drew of them if you saw them in dream or the card 
that represented them if their presence was confirmed through divination). 
Optionally, you may wish to find something sweet or soothing to incorporate 
into the ritual, such as honey or aloe. 

Start by placing the white cloth on the floor. Place the glass of water on the 
cloth and the picture behind it or below it. Light the first of the candles in 
front of it and pray: 

“NAME (if known, or if unknown, give a description of the ancestor as 
you perceive them and the impact they are having on your life), may you find 
the peace in death that you never knew in life. We raise you up to the light.” 

Now, treat yourself to a little bit of that sweet or soothing thing. You’ ve 
earned it. 

The next day, ideally at the same time, slide a book beneath the white cloth 
so the picture and glass of water are slightly elevated. Light the next candle 
and repeat the procedure. You'll do this for nine days, raising the altar a little 
bit every day. Finally, on the ninth day, you may offer some of that sweet or 
soothing treat to this ancestor if you have seen improvements and feel moved 
to do so. Remember, we continue to evolve after death. A dead person who 
has caused trouble for you in the past may prove to be a powerful, elevated 
ancestor someday. Keep your heart open to the possibility. 


Making Memorial Art 


Memorial art must have a place in our lives, even if it can feel devastating to 
sit with. Crying is natural and healthy. It’s the first form of spiritual cleansing 
that our bodies learn. On a physical level, crying stimulates the production of 
endorphins, our feel-good hormones. On a metaphysical level, it clears 
stagnant energy. When you’re at a loss for what to do magically—for what 
prayers to say, or how to meditate, or what have you—crying is always a 
sound option. I spent a lot of time crying while researching and writing this 
book, and this chapter in particular. 

It’s much easier to heal in community than it is to heal alone. Memorial art 
brings communities together to heal. If your ancestral line experienced 
trauma as part of a large-scale tragedy, it can be helpful to plan a pilgrimage 
to a site related to that loss. Many permanent memorials are established on 
such sites, drawing other pilgrims with whom you can share the psychic 
burden of the work. 

One such monument is the National Memorial for Peace and Justice, 
established in 2018 by the Equal Justice Initiative to commemorate lynching 
victims in the United States. It was built near a site in Montgomery, Alabama, 
where enslaved Africans were auctioned to white slave owners. At the 
center of the memorial hang 805 steel rectangles. They represent the 805 
counties in the United States where one of more than 4,300 documented 
lynchings of African-Americans took place between 1877 and 1950. Their 
names are inscribed on the hanging rectangles, which resemble coffins. To 
the side lies a set of 805 duplicates of the hanging monuments. These are 
available to be claimed by each of the named counties so they can be 
installed there, ideally at one of the sites where a lynching took place. 

The eventual installation of these monuments at lynching sites calls to mind 
the Stolpersteine project that was begun in 1992 by German artist Gunter 
Demnig. The Stolpersteine are small concrete cubes topped with brass plates 
bearing the name and life dates of victims of Nazi persecution. They are 
placed at the last place of residency that was freely chosen by the person 


before he or she was killed, deported to a concentration camp, committed 
suicide, or escaped persecution by emigration. There are more than 67,000 
Stolpersteine laid in twenty-two countries throughout Europe. The name 
Stolpersteine means “stumbling stone,” and the inscription “Hier wohnte ... 
, means “Here lived ...,” together conveying the message that the atrocity 
happened right there in the space the viewer now occupies. 

You may have passed monuments like this without realizing it. Have you 
ever seen a bicycle painted white that never seems to move from the fence or 
street sign it is locked to? These are called ghost bikes, and they are placed 
at sites where cyclists were struck and killed by motorists, often at 
unassuming street corners. The first ghost bikes were created in St. Louis, 
Missouri, in 2003. Now there are more than 630 ghost bikes in over 210 
locations throughout the world. 

Like the lynching memorials and the Stolpersteine, ghost bikes remind us 
what has happened in a particular space. The ground beneath our feet, like 
our bodies, remembers what happened here. Each of these works of art 
functions to interrupt our day-to-day lived experience. And perhaps that is 
what the traumatized dead need to do more than anything: wake us up and 
draw our attention to the events that preceded the violence they suffered 
when something resembling those events enters our perception. We might not 
see these things otherwise. We might not want to. Because of the efforts of the 
living who are committed to remembrance, the brass Stolpersteine will catch 
our eye as they glitter in every sunset that happens so long as they exist. 

Not all memorials are tied to a specific space. The NAMES Project AIDS 
Memorial Quilt—the largest piece of community folk art in the world, 
weighing an estimated fifty-four tons—can be partially displayed anywhere, 
with more than a thousand displays per year on average. Each panel is 
devoted to celebrating the life of someone who died of AIDS-related causes. 
At three feet by six feet, panels are approximately the size of a grave, 
recalling the fact that many people who died of AIDS-related causes did not 
receive funerals at the time due to both the social stigma felt by surviving 
family members and the refusal by many funeral homes and cemeteries to 


handle the deceased person’s remains. The quilt reminds us that these people 
lived, even if society or their own families of origin would have let them die 
without commemoration. And it shows us how we are all uniquely colorful, 
but connected and reconnected with one another, through one another, across 
time and space. 

Sometimes, it makes the most sense to create your own memorial art. In 
late 2017, the magician and Houngan Demetrius LaCroix began to collect a 
set of manillas, the bracelets used as currency in the West African slave 
trade. Demetrius was inspired by the physicality of the manillas. Unlike 
paper dollars, which would not have survived to this day, manillas are made 
of durable metals. Consequently, the same objects that were once traded for 
his ancestors’ lives are still being traded today. 

The most common prices in the slave trade were eight manillas for a man 
and four for a woman. So Demetrius set out to acquire twelve manillas as a 
way to ritually buy back his ancestors’ freedom. His fundraiser was so 
successful that he could afford not just twelve, but seventy manillas. He took 
this level of success as a sign that his ancestors had been stirred by his 
efforts. After he received the manillas and offered them to his ancestors, he 
noticed a huge shift in his life, particularly in his relationship with his 
father’s family. And because he now has so many more manillas than he 
initially promised his ancestors, he shares them with others. When he 
encounters young African Americans in his hometown who seem 
disconnected with their spiritual roots, he gives them one of his manillas and 
tells them what it means: not simply what it was used for, but also how it 
stands for what their ancestors overcame together. 


Dying Well 
In addition to facing our ancestral trauma and making art as a way to process 
and commemorate it, we must commit to dying well in order to spare the 
future generations our own unresolved baggage. Dying is hard work. It 
requires intense effort from both the newly dead and their living community 


for the transition to go smoothly. I believe that this is where most funeral rites 
originate: the instinct to ease that transition. This may be why so much lore 
surrounding ghosts, vampires, and other revenants concerns those who did 
not receive proper burial. 

Our culture denies death and seeks to extend life at any cost, including 
sacrificing the quality of that life. So even talking about what it means to die 
well can be scary. Most of us would rather not think about our own mortality. 
Doing so might seem unnatural, macabre, or unnecessary. But the fact remains 
that I will die, and so will you. We must accept this as an ordinary fact of life 
in order to fully embrace what it means to be here today in this moment. 

Coming close to death can be healing. Many people who had a close call 
with death describe how these moments shaped their outlook on life. Wayne 
Coyne, lead singer of the Flaming Lips, revealed in a 2002 interview how 
being robbed at gunpoint had a profound effect on his career: “I realized I 
was going to die. And when that gets into your mind ... I thought, ‘I’m not 
going to sit here and wait for things to happen, I’m going to make them 


9°99 J 


happen, and if people think I’m an idiot, I don’t care. 

I empathize with Coyne. In 2012, I had my own type of near-death 
experience. I had just packed up my whole life into a suitcase and flown ona 
cross-country red-eye flight from Seattle to New York. I arrived at the 
apartment in Brooklyn I had rented sight unseen. Before I could even start to 
unpack, I went to use the bathroom. But the bathroom door knob broke once I 
closed the door. No matter how I turned it, 1t wouldn’t open the door. At first, 
I was annoyed. But gradually, the panic set in. There was no window in the 
bathroom. I didn’t have my phone with me. No one knew me in this city. My 
roommate wasn’t supposed to move in for another two weeks. I wasn’t due 
to start work for another three weeks. No one would notice that I was 
missing. 

I screamed for help, but no one heard me. I tried to kick down the door, but 
it was solid, and the jamb was facing the wrong direction. I tried in vain to 
claw the door off its hinges with my bare hands, but it wouldn’t budge. Now 


my throat was sore, my foot was badly bruised, and my fingers were bloody. 
I lay down in the tub and wondered how long I could survive on nothing but 
water. What if my roommate didn’t move in on time? Who else would find 
me? Would my boss call the police if I didn’t show up for my first day at 
work? Would the police even know where to look for me? 

As I lay in that tub, I thought about my life and all the things that I would 
miss if I didn’t make it. I worried about my family. I thought about what it 
would be like for them to get that phone call. I thought about what state my 
body might be in by the time someone found it, about how traumatic it would 
be for that person. There would be no open casket. Whatever I had done in 
life would be eclipsed by my gruesome death alone in a bathroom in a 
strange city. 

But death wasn’t the only thing I thought about. I also thought about the 
spirit world. I had inconsistent contact with it from a young age. During some 
periods in my life, 1t seemed so real and so close. During others, like the past 
year I had spent depressed in Seattle, it seemed like a cruel joke. But I was 
trapped in a small, windowless room with nothing but running water and the 
clothes on my back. In that moment, the spirit world was my only option. 

So I stopped screaming and I started to pray. I addressed my prayers to my 
ancestors, my spirit guides, the spirits of that building, the spirits of that land. 
I begged, I cajoled, I cried out for help. At some point, my consciousness 
started to shift. I slipped in and out of trance and finally fell asleep. When I 
woke up, I noticed that the color of the light from the crack under the door 
had changed. It was sunset! If I had a neighbor living in the apartment 
downstairs, they might have just come home from work. So I started to 
scream again. An hour later, the police were on the other side of the door, 
preparing to knock it down with a battering ram. But they didn’t have to. The 
door knob was only broken from the inside. All it took to save my life and 
free me from that prison was someone on the other side of the door to turn the 
knob. 

In the end, I had been trapped for seven hours. Nothing will ever feel as 
good as that moment when I realized I had survived and was out. I walked 


around Brooklyn the next day feeling like the queen of the world. I felt a deep 
sense of utter bliss browsing through the grocery store, buying paper towels 
and sponges for my new apartment. I had seen my own death coming at me 
like a freight train, and I had dodged it. Nothing would ever be the same after 
that. 

Not everybody gets to take death out for a test drive like Wayne Coyne and 
I did. So start preparing yourself for death today. Make a death plan. Which 
life-extending measures would you accept being performed on you? Which 
ones do you forbid? Are you an organ donor? How do you want your body to 
be handled? Set aside time to talk to your loved ones about what-ifs. Write it 
all down. Do the legal paperwork to make it official. You will die, and your 
family—whether that’s your blood family or your chosen family—will be 
there to sing your spirit into the next world. 

Beyond these purely practical measures, you may wish to explore or adapt 
spiritual practices that involve the contemplation of death. Maranasati is a 
Buddhist meditation practice that incorporates visualization and other 
contemplation techniques to meditate on the nature of death. The Satipatthana 
Sutta, one of the most important and widely studied discourses in Theravada 
Buddhism, includes the contemplation of nine stages of decomposition, from 
being eaten by carrion animals, to leaving behind only bones, to those bones 
being reduced to dust. It instructs the meditator to reflect thus: “This body of 
mine, too, is of the same nature as that body, is going to be like that body, and 
has not got past the condition of becoming like that body.” By doing so, the 
meditator is encouraged to develop right effort along with a sense of spiritual 
urgency and renunciation of worldly distractions. 

In India, we find the Aghori, a group of ascetic Shaiva sadhus. Their 
rituals involve frequenting charnel grounds, smearing their bodies with 
cremation ashes, and using bones from human corpses for crafting cups and 
jewelry. Through these taboo rites that involve embracing ritual pollution, the 
Aghori transcend duality. They attain what we might consider an altered state 
of consciousness in which they can perceive the illusory nature of categories 
that would otherwise seem undeniable. 


Spiritual contemplation of death is found in the West as well. Medieval 
Christians espoused the practice of memento mori, Latin for “remember that 
you will die.” Practitioners of memento mori, like practitioners of 
Maranasati, were able to detach themselves from worldly concerns in order 
to focus on the immortal soul and the afterlife. The philosophy of memento 
mori is represented in art through symbols such as skulls and hourglasses. 

You can delve deeper into an established tradition of meditation on death 
through art, poetry, or spiritual literature. Or, you can simply find something 
that reminds you of your own death. For example, writer Austin Kleon talks 
about how he reads the obituaries every day in order to meditate on his own 


death.” Maybe your daily commute takes you past a cemetery or a funeral 
home, and you can stop to say hello on your way to work. The point is not to 
get weighed down in spiritual dogma or complicated practices. It’s just to 
understand a simple fact: you will die. 


Journal Prompts 
1. What trauma are you aware of your ancestors experiencing during their 
lifetimes, either personally or as a group? When and how did you learn 
about these traumas? How did learning about them shift your understanding 
of your living family? 


2. What destructive patterns in your living family might be related to these 
traumas? What survival skills does your living family have that may be 
related to these traumas? 


3. How do you feel about forgiveness? Is there anything you could benefit 
from forgiving today? 

4. How do you feel about death? Have you ever come close to dying 
before? Ifso, how did it change your perspective on life? 


5. Do you feel prepared to die? What small step could you take today that 
might help you prepare for that moment? 


6. What would happen if we defined ourselves by our ecstasies rather than 
by our traumas? 
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BUILDING YOUR 
ANCESTOR ALTAR 


n altar is a place for direct, spiritual encounter. Altars are found in a 
wide variety of traditions and outside the structures of tradition as well. They 
can be dedicated to a particular being or a group of beings. Some are 
dedicated more to a particular purpose: for example, a professional magician 
may have separate altars dedicated to love spells and money spells, 
respectively. 

Two Latin etymologies are often given for the word “altar.” One is altus, 
meaning “high,” recalling the “high places” mentioned in the Bible. The other 
is adolere, meaning “burn,” referring to the primary action undertaken here: 
the offering of burnt sacrifices. The juxtaposition of these concepts, high and 
burning, in the word “altar” always makes me think of the sun: the source of 
all life and energy in this world. 

For our purposes, an ancestor altar is a place where you can go to reflect 
on and commune with your ancestors. It’s not exactly the place where your 
ancestors dwell; they dwell more in your body than anywhere else. But over 
time, you may begin to notice they feel more present when you are near your 
altar. So pay attention to how you move around it as you go about your day. 
How does your choreography shift when you walk past it? What happens to 
your breath? 


My First Ancestor Altar 
I started building altars when I was about twelve years old. The first altars I 
built were simple: an assortment of knickknacks that represented the four 
elements. A feather for air, a candle for fire, a stag figurine for earth, a small 
dish for water. They made me feel grounded during the chaos of adolescent 
hormones and high school drama. 

It was only after I moved to New York that I built my first ancestor altar. I 
had been moving around a lot over the previous five years: a new dorm room 
every fall, a new apartment every summer as I balanced work and study. I 
stopped building altars during this time because I didn’t see the point in 
putting down roots in a space I would only occupy for a few months. But 
after my close call with death, I became inspired to honor my ancestors with 
an altar in my home. After all, I had just narrowly avoided meeting them on 
their own turf! I printed out a few photographs and started burning incense 
for them regularly, thanking them for watching over me. 

At the same time, I became involved with a troubled man, a compulsive 
liar ten years my senior witha serious drinking problem. He was hurting, and 
I wanted more than anything else in the world to help him. I got so wrapped 
up in my desire to save him that I didn’t realize what he was doing to me. He 
was bleeding me emotionally and financially. Unfortunately, I was so 
committed to seeing what could be that I didn’t see what really was in that 
moment. 

That all stopped the first night that he came over to my home. As we sat on 
the couch, directly across the room from my ancestor altar, I listened to him 
talk the way I usually did when we were out at a bar or café. But this time, he 
didn’t sound the same. The spell was broken. His charm had worn off—all I 
could hear was how egotistical he sounded and how little concern he had for 
others 
... Including me. 

Then, I heard a voice: “Get out.” I knew it wasn’t a physical voice, but I 
trusted it so deeply that I repeated it out loud: “Get out. Get out of my home.” 


It was so unlike me, a shy and accommodating twenty-something. I don’t 
think I had ever stood up to a man like that, just telling him to leave without 
coating it in sugar or even trying to explain why I wanted him to leave. In 
retrospect, I may have looked a little crazy turning on a dime like that. 
However, if I had tried to explain or describe what boundaries had been 
crossed, I think it would have given him ammunition to convince me that my 
impression of him was all wrong—or worse yet, how J was actually being 
unfair to him. When you suspect you’re being manipulated by someone, it’s 
often safer to cut them off and put up a wall immediately. 

As the years went on and I continued honoring my ancestors regularly, I 
came to realize what had happened that night. When a guest entered my 
apartment, they would sit on a couch facing my ancestor altar. This gave my 
ancestors the opportunity to observe their behavior directly and judge 
whether that person was treating me right. Their insight turned into my 
instinct, cutting through whatever fascination the person had cast on me. And 
that voice I heard saying “Get out” was their voice, which became my 
voice: stronger and more decisive than it had ever been before. Even though 
it was simple and only a few months old, that ancestor altar served as a 
powerful form of protection against an unseen threat. 


Altars are Diverse 

I love seeing other people’s altars. And I find the practice of building altars 
is important because magical exercises that are purely mental tend to garner 
purely mental results. That is, if your ancestor veneration practice only 
consists of thinking, it may influence the type of thoughts you have, but you 
probably won’t see changes in your material circumstances. When your 
practice is grounded in the material world through a physical altar, your 
ancestors have greater influence on the practical matters of day-to-day life. 

Many people who practice ancestor veneration keep a permanent altar in 
their homes. But ancestor altars can be temporary as well. At religious 
ceremonies dedicated to the Orisha, we create a temporary shrine to Egun, 


our blood and lineage ancestors, by marking out a circular space in chalk and 
placing offerings including candles, food, beverages, and flowers in that 
space. Egun are honored in this space and asked to give their blessing before 
we proceed with any other rituals, even if those rituals are not directly 
related to the ancestors themselves. My good friend and ojugbona (second 
godparent) is Mexican-American, and every year he builds an elaborate, 
three-tiered altar to celebrate Dia de Muertos (Day of the Dead). On this 
altar, which he sets up in the same space where his permanent altar is set up 
year-round, he places pictures of his ancestors, candles, images of Mayan 
deities and the Blessed Virgin Mary, and marigolds, a flower strongly 
associated with this holiday. He invites people in our community over on Dia 
de Muertos to place photographs of their ancestors or a list of their names on 
the altar so we can make offerings to them collectively. 

Altars can be set up in your home or out in the wild. They can be elaborate 
or minimalist, large or small. What your altar looks like will be determined 
by a combination of your personal tastes and the practical considerations of 
your space. An ancestor altar doesn’t have to look conspicuous. If you live 
with people who might not understand your ancestor veneration practice, you 
can pare your altar down to something very simple; even just a few pictures 
of your ancestors taped to a friendly patch of wall can serve as an ancestor 
altar if you tend to it with the right sense of reverence. 

Some traditions have very particular rules concerning how to build an 
ancestor altar and how to act around it. Some say that you should not keep an 
ancestor altar in your bedroom. Others say that you should never approach 
the ancestor altar in a state of spiritual pollution, such as after sex. Certain 
traditions have taboos around what offerings can be placed on the altar; for 
example, I’ve heard both European and Afro-Caribbean practitioners warn 
that salt should not be given to the ancestors, so they avoid offering the 
ancestors salty foods. 

If you are training in one of these traditions, it’s important to respect their 
ways, especially if your ancestor veneration practice includes not just your 
blood ancestors but lineage ancestors from the tradition. They will have 


certain expectations, and if those expectations are not met, you might make a 
bad impression on your extended spiritual family. 

However, if you’re not involved in a particular tradition, there’s no reason 
to adhere to the rules of that tradition unless they resonate with you. Your 
ancestors are your own. You know better than anyone else how to honor 
them. For this reason, it’s important to follow your gut when building or 
tending to your ancestor altar—literally. Since our ancestors are so closely 
connected to our bodies, their messages can manifest as physical sensations. 

Pay attention to the way you feel as you move things around on your altar. 
If something fills you with a sense of peace and joy when you place it on 
your ancestor altar, consider it acceptable. On the other hand, if something 
makes you feel a little queasy, maybe it doesn’t belong there. Don’t be so 
afraid to make a mistake that it prevents you from following your intuition. 
It’s very unlikely that you will deeply offend an ancestor unless there is 
already some wound in the relationship that needs healing. And thankfully, 
our ancestors tend to be more forgiving of our indiscretions than other spirits 
because they are so intimately connected to us and invested in our well- 
being. 

Even after you first build your ancestor altar, you can change it whenever 
you want. I’m constantly cleaning, rearranging, and editing the objects that 
appear on my ancestor altar. I find that the state of this altar directly reflects 
my emotional state. When it is clean and orderly, so is my mind. But when it 
is cluttered, I feel more confused about my feelings and what’s going on in 
my life. It’s good to get into the habit of cleaning up your ancestor altar if you 
ever feel a bit blah and you don’t know why. 

What you will keep on your ancestor altar is ultimately up to you. I will 
outline a few ideas to get you started. But first ... 


A Note of Caution 


I first started reading about witchcraft and Pagan spirituality when I was very 
young, maybe eight or nine years old. I read every book I could get my hands 


on, and then when we got internet access in my home, every website about 
the topic. And all the books and websites I read were very clear about one 
thing: the first step to doing magic was buying stuff. 

You had to buy a ritual knife called an athame to do witchcraft. You had to 
buy a chalice to do magic. A pentacle. A wand. According to these books, 
you had to buy so many things. And I believed the books, so I saved up my 
allowance and I bought those things—only to never use them. 

You'd think I would have figured out that something was wrong as I started 
to accumulate ritual tools that I never used, but no. I only figured out creative 
new ways to make the same mistake over and over again. When I discovered 
folk magic, I read that you didn’t need the knife, chalice, pentacle, and wand 
to do magic. Instead, you had to buy herbs, oils, and stones. So I bought those 
and used them a bit more than my witchcraft kit, but not enough to justify the 
amount of money I was spending. 

Then I moved to New York. Apartments in New York are very small and 
very expensive. If they have any storage space at all, it will be a small closet 
in the bedroom—just enough space to hold some of your clothes. 
Consequently, apartments in New York are great spiritual teachers. They rid 
you of material attachment by forcing you to get rid of anything you don’t 
really use. 

It can be a painful process. Often, we acquire stuff because it reflects 
something we aspire to become. We buy clothes that are too small because 
we hope we’ll lose weight. We buy books because we hope we’ll become 
experts in a topic. We buy craft supplies because we hope we’ll master a 
new skill. Then a year or two later, when the clothes haven’t been worn, the 
books haven’t been read, and the craft supplies haven’t been used, it’s hard 
to throw them away because it feels like we’re throwing away our dreams 
for the future. 

You can save yourself a lot of pain (and clutter!) by keeping your altars 
and magical supply cabinet lean. Don’t go out and buy a bunch of stuff just to 
have it. Buy slowly. Only buy things of value. It can mean saving money to 
buy something that was handmade with intention rather than something that 


was mass-produced. And please don’t think that you need to buy anything at 
all in order to create a fulfilling ancestor veneration practice. In our 
consumer-driven culture, it’s tempting to think that buying stuff is both 
necessary and sufficient for spiritual practice. In reality, it’s neither. I hope 
that the ideas below will inspire you to think of the things you already own or 
can make yourself for your altar. 


Fire 
Fire has a strong association with prayer across several traditions, including 
Christianity, Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, and Chinese folk religion. 
The votive fire can take many forms, including candles and oil lamps. In 
espiritismo, a common refrain 1s /uz y progreso (“light and progress’). 

Where I live, glass-encased seven-day candles can be found in almost any 
grocery store or pharmacy. They often have printed pictures of a religious 
figure on them. Personally, I am partial to the plain white candles. I 
sometimes personalize them by printing out a picture to glue on the glass or 
writing directly on the glass with a permanent marker. 

I also enjoy the symbolism of an oil lamp. These are common in Orthodox 
Christianity. You can find floating beeswax wicks for sale online which are 
then placed in a vessel filled with olive oil. The nice thing about oil lamps 
like this 1s that it’s easy to keep them burning over a longer period of time. 
You just add more oil as you go. You can also add materials to the oil to 
reflect the nature of the prayer you are making. For example, you could add a 
piece of orris root, a pinch of dried rosemary, and a small charm such as the 
Miraculous Medal if you wish to create a lamp specifically for your female 
ancestors. 

The olive itself is an important symbol in the Mediterranean world, and 
olive oil has been a central part of the Mediterranean diet and economy since 
antiquity. However, olive trees are notoriously difficult to cultivate; some 
varieties take up to twelve years before they even begin to bear fruit. A 
Sicilian proverb goes: Olivari di to nannu, céusi di to patri, vigna to. 


(“Your grandfather’s olive tree, your father’s mulberry tree, your 
grapevine.”) The olive can thus be interpreted as a symbol of the careful 
planning and diligent sacrifices our ancestors made so we could enjoy a 
better life than they did. 

If it’s not safe to keep fire on your ancestor altar for some reason, electric 
candles are fine. They still consume energy and give off light and heat just 
like any other candle. And modern electric candles give off a lovely warm 
glow that looks just like the real thing if you don’t look too closely. 


Water 


If the light and heat of fire symbolizes prayer, then water represents the 
medium through which that spiritual energy passes. Sometimes this is 
experienced quite literally. I know several spiritual people, myself included, 
who need to pay special attention to how hydrated they are during times of 
increased spiritual contact. But regardless of how spiritually sensitive you 
are, you still know that water is crucial to health and well-being. Wounds 
heal faster when kept moist; that’s one of the reasons why bandages are 
important, even for small cuts. And the adult human body itself is composed 
of about 60 percent water! 

Practitioners of certain branches of espiritismo will often keep glasses of 
water on their altars, called bovedas. They may have one, seven, or nine 
glasses of water. If there are multiple glasses of water, one of these will 
usually be larger than the rest, representing the espiritista’s own 
consciousness, their Holy Guardian Angel, or God. The other glasses may 
represent individual spirits or groups of spirits. 

If you keep water on your altar, be advised that eventually it will go 
murky. At this point, it’s important to clean out the glass and offer fresh 
water. Because water conducts spirit, the murkiness in the glass affects your 
connection to your ancestors. Keep that water clear, and your connection to 
them will be clear. 


Cloth 
It took me a long time to appreciate cloth. It seemed excessive to me. Why do 
altars need cloths? Why does a tablecloth make the difference between a 
casual restaurant and a fancy one? It seemed illogical: the cloth doesn’t do 
anything, it just sits there. How could something so inert have so much sway 
over people? 

But time and again, I saw cloth demonstrating its power. Spiritists around 
the world talk about cloth. Espiritistas often advise placing a white cloth 
under one’s béveda. Neapolitan mediums doing work in Fontanelle Cemetery 
would often give their spirits white embroidery as a sign of thanksgiving 
after a particular favor was granted. In Santeria, we learn that white cloth 
and cotton is cooling, just like cascarilla, shea butter, and other white things. 

Cloth is a visible sign of an ancient and sacred mystery. It is especially 
dear to the female ancestors, most of whom spent a significant amount of 
their time on earth spinning, weaving, knitting, and sewing. This is why in 
English we often refer to one’s matrilineal ancestors as the “distaff side,” as 
the distaff is a tool used in spinning yarn. (Interestingly, we also use the term 
“spinsters” to refer to women who have not married by a certain age.) 

In her classic paper “Note on the Division of Labor by Sex,” Judith Brown 
found that cross-culturally preindustrial communities rely on women for 
labor that is compatible with the demands of childcare. She writes that “such 
activities have the following characteristics: they do not require rapt 
concentration and are relatively dull and repetitive; they are easily 
interruptible and easily resumed once interrupted; they do not place the child 
in potential danger; and they do not require the participant to range very far 
from home.” [Insert footnote: Judith Brown, “Note on the Division of Labor 
by Sex” in American Anthropologist Volume 72, Issue 5 (October 1970) pp. 
1075-1076. Available online at 
https://anthrosource.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1525/aa.1970.72.5.0 
2a00070.] 


Years later in Women’s Work: The First 20,000 Years, Elizabeth Wayland 
Barber elaborated how working with textiles fit that bill perfectly, and how 
until the industrial age textiles provided women the only socially acceptable 
way to earn their own money. I would add to her observations that the same 
criteria Brown used to define labor that is compatible with child-rearing are 
also the criteria for trance induction. Consequently, there’s a good chance 
that many of our female ancestors were divining the future or conversing with 
spirits at the same time that they were breastfeeding, watching children, and 
earning an income! 

Seeing how the production of cloth was associated with all of this magic, 
it’s no wonder that the Fates, including the Norse Norns, Greek Moirai, 
Roman Parcae, and several Slavic deities, were depicted spinning our 
destinies. That is what we tap into just by placing a simple cloth on our 
ancestor altars. 


Pictures of Your Ancestors 
Keeping pictures of your ancestors on your altar is a beautiful way to 
remember them. Personally, I prefer to use pictures of my ancestors when 
they were young, healthy, and joyous whenever possible. 
Some practitioners caution to avoid using pictures that include people who 
are still living in them, but again, I leave that up to your cultural background 
and discretion. 


Holy Images 
You can include images of holy powers on your ancestor altar. These can be 
holy powers that are sacred to you, or that your ancestors were particularly 
close to. For example, you might include your great-grandfather’s patron 
saint even if you’re not Catholic. While you might not have a devotional 
relationship with that particular being, your ancestors may still appreciate 


their presence. The image can be something small, like a holy card or medal, 
or something more elaborate like a statue or a large painting. 

You may also consider incorporating images of holy powers within your 
ancestors’ spiritual traditions which have a particular affinity for the dead, 
even 1f you don’t know of specific ancestors who were dedicated to those 
powers. 


Memento Mori 

As we discussed earlier in this chapter, memento mori is the practice of 
reflecting on your own mortality. Within Western art, memento mori often 
takes the form of skulls and hourglasses. We might expand the category to 
include symbols that speak to us of our own mortality, especially those 
symbols that made an impression during our childhood years. Growing up in 
Massachusetts, the oldest art that I encountered as a child were colonial 
gravestones. Consequently, the motifs and verses inscribed in them are a 
potent memento mori for me. 


Stranger, stop and cast an eye 
As you are now, so once was I 
As Iam now, so you will be 
Remember Death and follow me 


Common motifs carved into colonial American gravestones include 
mortality symbols, such as winged skulls, bones, scythes, and coffins; 
imagery related to the Resurrection, such as the tree of life, birds with fruit, 
celestial bodies, angels, and hearts; urns; and trees. 


Death is a debt 
To Nature due 
That I have paid 
And so must you 


You can incorporate memento mori into your ancestor altar through these 
artistic motifs or others that speak to you. 


Working the Altar 


Once it has been established, your ancestor altar isn’t just there to look 
pretty. It’s also a powerful location for doing magical work. If you already 
have a magical practice, think about what spells might be appropriate to 
perform on your ancestor altar. Here are a few of my favorite ways to 
incorporate my ancestor altar into my own magical practice: 


Cleansing 

Your ancestors are capable of removing unwanted spiritual energies from 
you. Practitioners of espiritismo often do this by taking a few splashes of a 
perfume like Florida water in their hands and running it through the air 
surrounding their bodies (the space some people refer to as the “aura’’), 
usually from their head down to their feet, paying special attention to 
psychically sensitive areas like the back of the neck. I like to do this anytime 
I approach my altar to pray or do magic. 

We’ ll discuss more methods for cleansing in chapter 6. 


Setting Lights 

In addition to your votive candles and oil lamps lit purely for the benefit of 
your ancestors, you might wish to set out other candles that have been carved 
with sacred symbols or dressed with oils and herbs for your ancestors to 
bless and watch over as they burn. Candle magic aficionados often read the 
wax and smoke left behind by magic candles to divine what the outcome of 
the spell will be. 


Blessing Oils, Charms, and Other Tools 
After you make or purchase a condition oil, mojo bag, or some other magical 
object, you can leave it on your ancestor altar overnight or for a magically 


significant number of days for your ancestors to empower it. This can be a 
good solution for those of us who love to make things ourselves but don’t 
always have the time or the expertise to do so. If you buy a commercially 
prepared condition oil or magical cologne, you can add a pinch of 
frankincense to it or burn a candle over it on your altar to make it feel a bit 
more personal. 

Of course, there’s no reason to limit yourself to objects with obvious 
magical implications. Over the years, I’ve left all sorts of personal items on 
my altar before using them for the first time: tarot cards, perfumes, makeup, 
medicine, legal paperwork, sacred beverages. I'll also leave cash or checks 
that I earn there before spending them or depositing them in my bank account 
while praying for my wealth to increase. 


Offerings 

When you make offerings to your ancestors, you can leave them out on your 
altar. Well see more examples of what offerings you can make and how you 
can make them in the next chapter. 


Ritual to Consecrate a New Ancestor Altar 
Wait until the first night the new moon is visible in the sky. You might want to 
consult a lunar calendar for this or simply remember to look up throughout 
the month. As you wait for the auspicious time to arrive, gather your 
materials. At a minimum, I recommend photographs of your ancestors, a glass 
of water, and a white candle. 

On this night, begin fasting at sundown and perform a vigil in the space 
where your altar will be consecrated. Clean out the space however you want. 
You might want to use spring water, Florida water, holy water, or even some 
combination of those. If you like, you can burn cleansing herbs like sage or 
frankincense. 

Keep the lighting soft and low. Look at the photographs of your ancestors 
in the dark. Feel their presence in the room. Talk to them. Explain to them 


what you’re doing and why. For the ones you knew in life, you might want to 
share some stories of your favorite times together. For the others, you can 
introduce yourself and tell them you want to get to know them better. 

Just before dawn, set up the altar. Feel the pressure building as the sun 
prepares to rise. Allow inspiration in this moment to override any plans you 
made before. 

As the sun rises, rejoice. This is a good time to say a morning prayer from 
your spiritual tradition, if you have one. Make a small offering to your 
ancestors, such as coffee, incense, or a few coins. 


Journal Prompts 
1. Did any members of your family dedicate a special area to images of the 
divine or pictures of their ancestors? Did you ever think of this area as an 
altar? 


2. Have you encountered any altars outside of churches and museums 
before? When did you encounter them? How did they make you feel? How 
did you interact with them? If you have experienced many altars, which 
one stands out the most in your memory? Why do you think that one seemed 
So special? 


3. Do you already have an ancestor altar? 


a. If so, how do you feel when you stand or sit in front of it? Do you 
interact with it regularly? Are you satisfied with it, or do you feel like it 
could evolve somehow? Is there anything on your altar that doesn’t 
inspire you when you see it? 


b. If not, do you want to build one? Do you know whether you would 
prefer an altar that is temporary or permanent? An altar which is simple 
or elaborate? 


4. How do you feel about the relationship between material items and 
spiritual realities? What attitudes toward items and shopping have you 


adopted from the consumer culture we find ourselves in today? If you have 
trained in or read deeply about a spiritual tradition, what attitudes toward 
the material world have you adopted from that tradition? 


5. What is the most beautiful image of death or the dead that you have ever 
seen? 


6. Do you currently have a magical practice? Are there any magical 
practices that you would like to try doing at your ancestor altar? 
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CHAPTER 


4 


MAKING OFFERINGS 
TO YOUR ANCESTORS 


n many ways, ancestor veneration is the adaptation of the way we love 
the living for the circumstances of the dead. In The Five Love Languages, 
Gary Chapman outlines five archetypal ways we express love in 
relationships: spending quality time with each other, saying words of 
affirmation, performing acts of service, sharing physical touch, and 
exchanging gifts. Except for physical touch, which in our culture is taboo to 
share with the dead, each of these love languages will form a core part of 


your ancestor veneration practice.’ In this chapter, we will focus on 
exchanging gifts. Gifts to spiritual beings are typically referred to as 
“offerings.” 

Secular culture recognizes how powerful gifts are, especially within the 
family unit. When you were growing up, you may have received gifts from 
your family on your birthday or on holidays such as Christmas and Hanukkah. 
When we’re children, we can’t just go out and obtain new things. We don’t 
have money or the means to travel to a shopping center, so gifts seem almost 
supernaturally important to us, and we get excited about them in ways that it’s 
hard for adults to understand. As adults, we look at gifts in a different way: 
we wonder how much money the gift cost, we worry about whether what we 
have given in return is of more or less value, we become annoyed if the gift 
doesn’t live up to our expectations. 


As you start giving offerings to your ancestors, I recommend thinking back 
to the childhood excitement you felt when you received a gift, whether 
humble or lavish. Try to reconnect with that primal joy. Now, send your mind 
back to a time when you experienced joy that intense while giving a gift. 
Every time you make an offering, try to instill a piece of that selfless joy in 
the act. That feeling makes the difference between putting a morsel of food on 
a plate and making an offering to your beloved ancestors. 

There are other reasons we give offerings to our ancestors in addition to 
expressing love. In many cultures, it is believed that certain offerings, such as 
food and incense, are needed to sustain the souls of the dead. Just as the 
living need food to survive, so too do the spirits of the dead. Otherwise, they 
become weak and eventually fade away. By giving offerings regularly, we 
empower our ancestors to work on behalf of the ancestral line. This makes 
them stronger allies as we move through this world. 

We also give offerings to our ancestors as a means of communication. I’ve 
heard it said that a spell is a prayer in three dimensions. The ingredients that 
go into the spell reinforce what you are saying as you pray aloud, making 
your petition more powerful by grounding it in the physical world. As you 
will learn in this chapter, the offerings you give to your ancestors form the 
basis of a symbolic language through which you can signal to them when it is 
time to work hard, defend the home, or rest. Think about the difference 
between offering a friend a cup of coffee versus a glass of champagne: the 
coffee implies that it’s time to work, talk, or otherwise engage with the 
world, whereas the champagne implies that something special has just 
happened and it’s time to celebrate. That moment you share with your friend 
will make more sense and be remembered better if you choose the right 
beverage to accompany it. The same principle is at play when it comes to 
making offerings to your ancestors. 

Finally, we give offerings to our ancestors out of thanksgiving when they 
intercede on our behalf. As with any spirit, we give to our ancestors as we 
receive or expect to receive from them. Some people assume that they must 
offer fancy, expensive things to their ancestors. But it’s much more important 


to avoid giving lavish gifts to ancestors and other spirits unless they have 
given lavish gifts to you first. Otherwise, you may end up creating an 
energetic imbalance in your relationship with your ancestors. You may have 
been taught to strive for that type of imbalanced relationship as a sign of 
piety. “Sacrifice yourself,” some of us are taught, “for the sake of the people 
you love.” But in my experience, this approach to relationships ends up doing 
more harm than good in the long run. Resentment, sorrow, and bitterness 
often follow. Aim for balance and things will fall into place. 

As a final caveat, I would warn that you should not give offerings to 
ghosts, as discussed in chapter |. Doing so will only empower them to create 
more havoc in your life. Instead, if you feel moved to engage with a ghost, 
pray for them to find peace and healing. You may find that through loving 
prayer, you are able to help a ghost rehabilitate and become a true ancestor to 
you. At that point, it is appropriate to give offerings. 


Basic Offerings 

One of the easiest, least expensive, and most beautiful offerings is simply to 
share your meals with your ancestors. This 1s something I was taught to do 
when I first started learning about African Diasporic traditions. In my Ocha 
house, for example, we offer a portion of all the foods and beverages that are 
being served at a religious event to the ancestors before allowing the living 
to consume those things. You don’t need to give your ancestors a full-size 
portion, and in fact, I would advise against doing so as the living need food 
in greater quantities than the dead do. You can simply offer them a small taste 
of what you are eating. This forms a special link between you and your 
ancestors: in a sense, you are seated at the same table, and bonded by the 
particular magic of meals. 

And if meals are magic, then cooking is alchemy. Heat creates chemical 
reactions in raw materials that have come to us from the earth, and turns them 
into something entirely new, and often unrecognizable. Remember, 
performing acts of service is also a love language. So the time you spend 


cooking the meal you share with your ancestors is its own ritual devotion, 
and will make the offering more meaningful. You may want to learn how to 
cook some of your favorite family recipes, or the ones that your recently 
deceased ancestors particularly liked, or traditional dishes from the regions 
that your ancestors are from. The time spent learning is a ritual devotion as 
well, so don’t be afraid if your cooking isn’t that good to start. 

Conversely, you may want to learn how to cook the regional foods where 
you live in accordance with what is seasonally available. Doing so helps to 
ground your ancestral line by putting them in contact with the local land 
spirits. Some holistic nutritionists hypothesize that the healthiest diet contains 
a blend of ancestral foods and local, seasonal foods. As the seasons change 
and a new fruit or vegetable becomes available, you may consider saying a 
prayer of welcome and thanksgiving the first time you bring it across your 
threshold and into your kitchen. 

Any gathering, whether a formal wedding or a casual dinner party, will 
tend to attract ancestral spirits. So if you are hosting a party in your home, I 
recommend serving the ancestors a small bite of every dish before serving it 
to your living guests. This reflects norms of etiquette for formal dinners, 
where honored guests are served first. Alternatively, you may wish to play 
around with alternative norms of etiquette: for example, in the Middle Ages, 
it was common for the host and hostess to be served first to demonstrate that 
the food was not poisoned. It’s your home, and these are your customs. The 
important bit is to remember that your ancestors are by definition the oldest 
guests in attendance and thus require some special acknowledgement, even if 
that is a small gesture done in secret. 

If your lifestyle finds you eating outside of your home a lot, you may wish 
to push some small bite of food to the side of your plate and recognize that as 
your offering to your ancestors. 


Coffee and Tea 


Coffee and tea are both stimulants. They can be offered to your ancestors to 
“wake them up” when you need them to get working, especially if you need 
them to intervene quickly. If there’s a problem in your life that you would like 
to bring their attention to, you may wish to give them a cup of coffee or tea 
while making your petition. 


Bread 


In Western cultures, bread is strongly associated with life. It has formed the 
backbone of many diets, particularly for the middle and lower classes, since 
we first discovered how to make it. Wheat flour and water mixed together 
can only sustain a human being for a while. Eventually that person will die of 
malnutrition unless they eat something else. But if you allow that same flour 
and water a moment alone, something miraculous happens: natural 
contaminants in the flour act as yeast and ferment it, causing the dough to rise. 
Once baked into bread, the result can sustain human life indefinitely. For this 
reason, the first human cities developed when we had the means to reliably 
cultivate and store grain. Also for this reason, the socioeconomic factor most 
closely linked to political unrest and revolution is the price of bread. 

Our intimate relationship with bread is reflected in the ancient cult of 
Demeter and even modern Christianity, whose central ritual is the 
consumption of the flesh of God in the form of bread. When you offer bread 
to your ancestors, you are offering something that the last 30,000 years of 
your ancestral line likely ate every day and associated with life and divinity. 
It is the modern food that the largest segment of your ancestral line knew in 
their earthly lives, making it an excellent offering when you wish to reach 
those older generations. 


Ancient Beverages 
Alcohol is a volatile substance. In small doses, it promotes truth, 
understanding, and love. In large doses, it sickens and kills like any other 


poison. If you or someone you love has been hurt by alcohol, you don’t have 
to offer it to your ancestors. But if you feel comfortable around it, it can help 
you connect with potent Mysteries that have existed since ancient times and 
which continue in new forms today. 

I offer wine in recognition of my ancestors who were initiated into the 
Mysteries, whether they did so as devotees of Dionysus or Christ. In that 
sense, it forms the bridge between what may seem like an otherwise 
uncrossable chasm of difference between Paganism and Christianity. But 
other people’s ancestral lines may respond more strongly to the alcoholic 
beverages that they historically had access to. This could mean beer, sake, or 
mead, depending on where your ancestors hail from. You may wish to do 
some research into the history of brewing in the regions you identify your 
ancestry with. Alternatively, you could choose a beverage that is brewed 
locally, or even one that you brew yourself. 

Hard liquors are a much more recent innovation than wine, beer, sake, and 
mead, so in my experience they make excellent offerings but don’t have the 
same weight as offering an ancient beverage. We’ll discuss them in more 
depth below. 


Flowers 
Flowers are perhaps the most popular offering to the ancestors today, even 
among people who don’t think of themselves as engaging in ancestor 
veneration. Their sweet smell attracts good spirits. In a time and place where 
food offerings to the dead are less common, we still find flowers left in 
cemeteries. You might offer your ancestors the type of flowers they preferred 
in life. Or, if you feel so inclined, you might consult a guide to the language 
of flowers, a means of covert communication through floral arrangements that 
was popular during the Victorian Era, as a way to signal something to your 
ancestors. Henry Phillips’ Floral Emblems and Frederic Shoberl’s The 
Language of Flowers: With Illustrative Poetry are both good examples. 


Alternatively, white flowers such as roses and lilies are a good all-purpose 


choice for inclusion on your ancestor altar.” 


Sweets 
Sweets come at the end of a meal on special occasions. Likewise, we may 
offer them to our ancestors as a sign of special thanks after some favor is 
received. (Compare with coffee and tea, which are served when that favor is 
needed!) Alternatively, you may wish to offer sweets when you need to 
sweeten someone, that is, when you need them to favor you: for example, 
when you want a new job or promotion. 


Hard Liquor and Tobacco 

These can be divisive offerings: some ancestors respond well to them, others 
don’t. ’ ve met several people who saw alcoholism affect their family line 
and decided to never offer it to their ancestors. ve met others who lost 
family members to diseases caused by smoking who would never offer 
tobacco to their ancestors. It’s up to you to discern what is right for your 
ancestral line, and for your own emotional state. (The two are linked, after 
all!) 

If you wish to share liquor with your ancestors, you might offer particular 
ancestors whatever drink they preferred in life, whether that be whiskey, rum, 
or another spirit. Alternatively, you might pick a liquor that has some 
symbolic resonance for you, like a smoky whiskey that reminds you of a fiery 
ancestor or a specialty liquor brewed in one of the regions you identify your 
ancestry with. Many old herbal liqueurs such as absinthe, Chartreuse, and 
amaro were originally brewed as medicines and contain powerful magical 
herbs, so these can make good offerings for continued health. 

Tobacco can be offered loose on a plate, or rolled into a cigarette or cigar. 
If cigarettes or cigars are offered, you can either light these and share a few 
puffs or leave them unlit. 


Toiletries 

Perfumes, soaps, makeup, and the like can all be offered to ancestors as a 
form of refreshment. Like flowers, toiletries tend to attract good spirits due 
to their sweet smells. Perfumes such as Florida water, Hoyt’s Cologne, and 
Kolonia 1800 are popular in African-American and Afro-Caribbean magic 
and spiritism. Kananga water in particular is associated with the ancestors. 
Any of these can be given as offerings or used to cleanse yourself as 
described in chapter 6. 


Incense 
In some traditions, incense is viewed as food for the spirits. Practitioners of 
traditional Chinese ancestor veneration, for example, will light incense at 
their ancestor altars every day. In other traditions, incense 1s viewed as 
something closer to a medium for attracting and manifesting spirits, including 
spirits of the dead. Frankincense, myrrh, and church incense (a combination 
of these two) are commonly used. 


Ex votos 
So far, the offerings we have discussed may be given every day, or to inspire 
the ancestors to grant a particular favor, or as a special act of thanksgiving. In 
some cases, however, there are more formal mechanics behind when and 
what is offered. Ex votos, for example, are special offerings promised at the 
time that a petition is made. The offering is then given if and only if the 
petition is granted. 

The tradition of ex votos goes back to the ancient world. The term comes 
from the Latin phrase ex voto suscepto, meaning “from the vow made.” The 
practice is now common in the Catholic and Greek Orthodox Churches, 
where ex votos are typically either paintings depicting the favor that was 
received or small sculptures made in metal or wax. Looking at this latter type 
of ex votos we see a wide variety of shapes, including body parts. Often, 


these represent the miraculous healing of that particular body part. But we 
may also offer them in exchange for more metaphorical favors. For example, 
you may consider promising these ex votos for any of the following petitions: 


¢ Feet for feeling grounded during difficult times, for protection while 
traveling, and for guidance when feeling lost 


¢ Hands for all matters related to work, influence, and manipulation 


¢ Eyes for freedom from deception, for insight, and for perspective, as 
well as for divination, psychic abilities, and fortune telling 


¢ Brain for intelligence, passing exams, and any exercise where you are 
being mentally tested 


¢ Lungs for inspiration 


¢ Heart for affairs of the heart, for love, and for healing from emotional 
disturbance 


Of course, there are many other symbolic inferences you can make—don’t 
be afraid to make connections that are personal to you. The offering of an ex 
voto is about capturing the way you feel when your prayer is answered. It’s 
meant to be a personal thing, so there is no wrong way to show your devotion 
through a personal symbol. 


Tools 

You may wish to give your ancestors tools, even small toys resembling tools, 
as gifts. The tools serve as a symbolic empowerment which give your 
ancestors extra strength to help with a particular type of working. As with ex 
votos, the shape of the tool represents the nature of the request. But whereas 
ex votos are given in response to a specific prayer being fulfilled, tools can 
be given as a general form of encouragement to particular ancestors or to the 
ancestral line as a whole. 


¢ A compass may be given if guidance 1s needed, or if you feel lost and 
need more direction in life 


¢ Weapons may be given to the ancestors if protection is needed 
¢ A fan may be given to cool down a situation if it has gotten too hot 


¢ Musical instruments may be given in times of despair, to reinvigorate 
one’s zest for life 


¢ Scales may be given if justice and equality are sought 


¢ Carpentry tools may be given if help is needed in finding a job, or fixing 
something that 1s broken 


¢ Sewing tools may be given for help in maintaining a peaceful home 


¢ Magical tools may be given if you wish for your ancestors to accompany 
you as a magician, witch, or occultist 


How to Give Offerings 

How often you give offerings is purely a matter of personal taste and a 
reflection of the type of relationship you have with your ancestors. For some, 
this may mean giving offerings just once a year, perhaps on a day 
traditionally devoted to ancestor veneration such as All Souls’ Day or the 
Hungry Ghost Festival, or on a day that is personally meaningful to you such 
as your birthday or the day someone you were especially close to passed 
away. For others, it may seem more natural to give offerings to your 
ancestors every day. 

Personally, I share a bite from every meal I cook in my home with my 
ancestors but don’t share takeout food from restaurants with them. [ll also 
burn incense and candles for them several times a week. If I am going to be 
doing something particularly important on any given day, including any 
divination or magical work, I'll make offerings to them while I pray for their 
blessing. Of course, what is natural to me may not work for you. It’s okay to 


explore giving different types of offerings at different times while you find 
what feels right. Follow your intuition and pay attention to how you feel after 
you make any offering. While you may find that a particular food isn’t 
appreciated, perhaps because it was taboo for one of your more recent or 
more powerful ancestors, it’s unlikely that this will result in any long-term 
issues. 

Tools and ex votos should be left with your ancestors permanently; after 
all, it would be very rude to give someone a gift and then throw it out when 
they’re not looking! For this reason, they should be given sparingly. All altars 
grow and evolve over time, so it’s important not to load yours up with a 
bunch of clutter that you don’t have room for. 

Consumable offerings, such as food and beverage, should ideally be 
allowed to remain on the altar overnight. ’ve heard some folks say that they 
light a candle when they offer consumables and leave them out at least until 
the candle has burned down. These offerings should be removed before they 
become moldy. 

Most offerings can be disposed of in the garbage. However, if you notice 
something unusually unpleasant about the offering, such as a pest that died in 
it, you may want to dispose of it in a special way, like bringing it to a 
crossroad or dropping it into running water. 


A Ritual for Offering a Libation 
Go outside, ideally on your own property. If you don’t have property of your 
own, try to find a secluded spot in a nearby park. You won’t be doing 
anything illegal, but privacy can help the heart to open. 

Optionally, you may wish to dig a hole in the ground. It doesn’t have to be 
very deep; a small hole made with a gardening trowel will do. Otherwise, 
use a Stick to trace an equal-armed cross on the ground. 

Open a new bottle of wine, milk, honey, oil, or spring water. Lift it up and 


pray: 


“T offer this libation wholly, without reservation, to my ancestors. And 
should I return home and discover that this was the last bottle of (wine, milk, 
honey, 011, or water) left on earth, I still would not regret it. Such is the depth 
of my love.” 

Pour the whole bottle into the hole, or at the center of the cross. Inspired 
by the ancient Greeks, who were very fond of making libations to both the 
gods and the ancestors, I like to avert my gaze as I do this. When we dig a 
hole or draw a crossroads in the earth to pour a libation, we are making 
contact with the realm of the dead. Not everything in that realm is meant to be 
seen. The Greeks believed that some of it isn’t safe for the living to see, 
which is why they averted their gaze while making a libation to the dead. 

When you are done, refill the hole or cover the cross with fresh dirt from 
nearby. Note that libations tend to inspire. This is a good time to play music, 
draw, write, call your mom, or have a heart-to-heart conversation with your 
lover. 


A Ritual Food Offering 


First, you'll want to pick the food you’re offering. It’s best 1f you cook it 
yourself. It can be a simple recipe, like pasta or roasted vegetables. But if 
cooking just isn’t an option for some reason, try to do something nice with the 
plating instead. 

Hold the plate up in your hands. At the same time, feel the earth holding 
you up. See the bounty of the earth, all her support and nourishment, in the 
food before you. Feel humble, because even though you are making this 
offering, you didn’t really make this food—she did. 

Place the offering on your ancestor altar and pray: 

“Ancestors, I offer you this nourishment. May it strengthen and delight 
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you. 


Journal Prompts 


1. As a reminder, the five love languages are: spending quality time with 
each other, saying words of affirmation, performing acts of service, 
sharing physical touch, and exchanging gifts. Which of these languages do 
you prefer to use to show others that you love them? Which do you prefer 
others use to show that they love you? (This prompt is best discussed with 
family members and romantic partners.) 


2. What is the best gift you’ve ever received? Why was it so special to 
you? 


3. How do you feel about cooking? If you don’t feel confident in the 
kitchen, what’s one small thing you could do to feel more confident there? 


4. Look back at the list of your blood and lineage ancestors that you wrote 
up as part of the journal prompts from chapter 1. 


a. Do you know what any of these ancestors’ favorite foods were? 


b. Did any of these ancestors live through famine or the Great 
Depression? Do you see patterns in your living family’s relationship 
with food that might have originated with those traumas? 


5. What do you know about your ancestral foodways? What stories have 
you heard about your ancestral foods? Are there any foods from your 
ancestral tradition that you feel a particular affinity for? 


6. What do you know about the local, seasonal foods from the land you 
currently live on? What stories have you heard about these foods? Do you 
feel a particular affinity for any of them? 


7. What fermented beverages were loved by your ancestors? How do you 
feel about drinking liquor? Does it feel more like medicine or poison to 
you? 
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. And yet, even physical touch can be an ancestor veneration practice. Take, for example, the 


veneration of saints’ relics: the devout will touch small pieces of the saints’ bodies that have been 
encased in glass with their hands or lips as an act of communion. 


. Lilies are poisonous to cats, so use caution if you have a cat in your home. 


CHAPTER 


5 


PRAYING TO AND FOR 
YOUR ANCESTORS 


|: you feel weird about prayer, now is the time to face that feeling. If 
you’ve never prayed before, now is the time to start. Prayer is simple, 
powerful, and beautiful. It is intimately linked to mysticism and in some ways 
indistinguishable from mediumship. Saint Catherine of Siena was said to 
frequently interrupt whatever she was doing or saying to consult with God. 
This consisted of her falling into an ecstatic trance where she would pray 
aloud in spontaneous poetry. Catholic or not, we can all stand to follow her 
example by interrupting the monotony of our own lives and the constant 
chatter of what Buddhists call the “monkey mind” to speak directly to the 
divine or the spirit world. 

When I was younger, I sought spells; I bought so many books full of them. 
Obtain these ingredients, buy these tools, say these words, and the spell is 
done. That was the promise these books made. But in spite of myself, I 
actually did very little magic. Something about that format, the ritual that 
begins with a purchase and ends abruptly with closing the circle, didn’t work 
for me. On the other hand, prayer is free and never stops. “Pray without 
ceasing,” the Bible says, and it’s one of the few lines I listen to. From your 
first breath to your last, every word spoken or sung is part of one long prayer. 
Make it count. 


Prayer is an offering, but it is something more. Prayer is healing. We may 
pray to the ancestors or for the ancestors. We might even pray with the 
ancestors. 


How to Pray 
Maybe one of your relatives already taught you how to pray. If so, please 
skip to the next section. If not, consider these guidelines. 

Before you pray, take a moment to clear your head using whatever method 
you prefer. I have a friend who chants om three times, then the four elements 
(“earth, air, water, fire’) before praying. You can even meditate just for a 
few minutes; there are several mobile phone apps that can guide you through 
this process, if you’re not sure. If yours is a Christian-adjacent tradition, you 
can dip your fingers in holy water and make the sign of the cross over your 
body. 

When we pray, we may speak aloud. Some concentrate on the words, 
because they are what we notice when others pray. But the words are merely 
an external reflection of a process happening within the person praying. You 
must pay attention to your internal state, which is how we learn to enter and 
leave trance. Trance is a state of consciousness in which we are able to 
perceive things we cannot normally perceive. That may sound scary, 
especially if you were taught that altered states of consciousness are always 
a negative thing brought on by consuming illicit substances. Our culture 
teaches us that being in control is a virtue, so anything that might lessen our 
ability to control ourselves and our environments must be bad. In reality, we 
slip in and out of trance states all the time, often when we are performing 
repetitive tasks: washing dishes, driving down a highway, running on a 
treadmill, and so on. Mild trance can feel like being relaxed; more intense 
trance can feel a bit disorienting as the ego, or sense of self, lets go. Because 
we do this naturally, it can be hard to catch it when it happens. External cues 
like spoken prayers are helpful reminders to pay attention to how our 
conscious awareness 1s shifting in the moment. 


Sensuality plays a huge role in trance and can be incorporated into your 
prayer life. Even asceticism, the lack of sensual stimulus, is a sensual state. If 
you are praying within the comfort of your own home, put on some music. 
Light some incense or a scented candle—this can be presented as an offering 
or for your own enjoyment; just make sure that your motivation is clear. 

Close your eyes. Or better yet, look at something—maybe an image of the 
divine or a photograph of one of your ancestors. You can let your eyes relax 
into a soft focus—that is, not focusing on any one feature of the space 
surrounding you. Or, alternatively, you can focus on some specific detail 
during each line of your prayer, and allow that experiential cut-up to inspire 
new meaning. 

Stay aware of your body. Often, spirits speak to us through the medium of 
our bodies. What are they saying through you? Some prayers mention specific 
choreography. If you are reading a prayer that includes the line “I come 
before you kneeling,” then you should be kneeling when you say that prayer. 
You can also add your own choreography to the prayer. How does it feel to 
pray with your hands palm to palm versus with your fingers interlaced? What 
happens in your heart when you bow your head? If at any point you feel 
dissociated during your prayer, make a meaningful gesture. Don’t worry 
about fitting your body into a specific mold: allow yourself to be ugly or 
without poise. It’s better to be ugly and honest than composed and feel 
nothing. 

Repetitive prayers can be a useful form of trance induction. Funny things 
happen when your body is absorbed in a repetitive task directed by muscle 
memory rather than conscious thought. You may find yourself having visions 
or receiving messages while deep in prayer; this is normal, but not necessary. 
If you have Catholic ancestors, I highly recommend learning to pray the 
rosary. Learn the standard prayers on a standard set of beads first. But then, it 
is entirely traditional to switch up the prayers, the number of beads, the 
medals on the end of the rosary. ’'ve seen witches make rosaries with bones 
and hag-stones. Some devotees of the Madonna replace all mentions of the 
father god with a mother goddess. Have fun with it. 


How to Sing 
Saint Augustine says, “He who sings, prays twice.” Singing make prayer 
more profound. Music is our birthright as human beings. And yet, many of us 
feel uncomfortable singing, to the point where we won’t do it, not even when 
we are alone. 

If you feel intimidated by singing, you’re not the only one. And your 
feelings are real: to sing is to be vulnerable. My music teacher, Alessandra 
Belloni, says that singing is the most vulnerable thing you can do as a 
musician. I wonder if it is the most vulnerable thing you can do in any artistic 
medium. We don’t get to hide behind instruments or canvases when we sing. 
As in sexual reproduction, when singing we are creating something out of 
nothing. Of course singing makes you feel vulnerable—you’re naked and 
bringing life into the world! 

It is that very vulnerability that makes it such a powerful practice, because 
vulnerability is an emotional bridge. When you let yourself be vulnerable 
with a living person, you connect with them on a deeper level. The same 
happens when you allow yourself to be vulnerable with your ancestors. They 
are drawn in closer to you. The connection gets stronger, emotionally and 
psychically. 

So, sing and be vulnerable. You can build up to it. Start by taking the text 
of your prayer-song and reading it as a monotonous stream. Focus on 
pronunciation, and the subtle sensuality of your tongue touching your teeth 
and the roof of your mouth. Try to make every sound in the English language 
and notice where the sound is coming from: how is “B” different from “P” 
and from “M” when they are all just our lips pressed together? Whenever we 
pray, different reflexology points within the mouth are being activated. Enjoy 
each activation. 

Now you're ready to add feeling. Play with the prayer as though it were a 
spoken word piece. Add pauses and emphases. Try out a new tone: go from 
reverent to sarcastic, groveling to haughty. How many different things can 
you get these same words to mean by playing with intonation? 


Don’t worry about making your words sound like you think a prayer 
should. This is a warm-up exercise for your own benefit, not an actual dialog 
with your ancestors. If you need a way to differentiate between the warm-up 
and the real deal, try doing your warm-up ina room that’s far away from your 
altar. Or make a gesture to indicate that you’re playing, not praying: you can 
cross your fingers behind your back, or tap your lips before and after the 
exercise. You want to take this time to explore the words and your emotional 
and physical responses to them. This will make the act of really praying a lot 
more rewarding than just reading words off paper. 

Sing. First try a balance of 20 percent singing to 80 percent speaking. Then 
ramp up to 50 percent singing and 50 percent speaking. Then to 80 singing 
and just 20 speaking. Giving the full 100 percent shouldn’t seem too difficult 
if you build up to it like this. Notice how the quality of the song relates to the 
words being sung. Which ones fly out of you like a bird? Which ones break 
in your throat before they make it out of you? What memories do you 
associate with those words? 

Enjoy your voice. Explore it through vocal warm-ups. You can find free 
instruction online for how to perform these. Remember again that the point 
isn’t to sound like a professional; it’s to learn to treat the voice the way a 
professional who relies on their voice to survive treats theirs. Channel that 
same respect and awe, but also be open to experimentation. Let your voice 
break free of the constraints placed on it in daily life, especially as they 
relate to class and gender. Be a strong female tenor or a beautiful male 
soprano, if that’s what the song you’re singing today requires. 


Traditional Prayers 
Many traditions hold space for the ancestors, so there are many traditional 
prayers for them. Here are a few you might enjoy. You can draw on prayers 
from the tradition you practice, the tradition you were raised in, or the 
traditions of your ancestors. All are appropriate in this context. 


Requiem (Catholicism) 

There are very few situations where I feel particularly proud to be Catholic. 
Ordinarily, it’s a neutral fact of my life, just like having brown hair and 
needing glasses. But looking at the vast repertoire of traditional Catholic 
prayers for the dead and the science of how to say them does make me just a 
little proud. There are entire books filled with Catholic prayers for the dead, 
ranging from traditional prayers endorsed by the Pope, to folk prayers the 
Church would prefer to ignore, to ones considered utter heresy. We are 
overachievers in this arena. 

Perhaps the most famous of these prayers is the Requiem. It’s short and 
sweet, so I pray it daily, usually after the Lord’s Prayer and the Hail Mary. 
Some people prefer to pray it in place of the Glory Be prayer said at the end 
of each decade of the rosary, which is a potent way to direct the merit of the 
rosary to the dead. 

Here it is in Latin (the singular 1s written with the plural in parentheses): 


Requiem aeternam dona ei (eis), 
Domine, et lux perpetua luceat ei (eis). 
Requiescat (Requiescant) in pace. 
Amen. 


And in English: 


Eternal rest grant unto him/her (them), 
O Lord, and let perpetual light 
shine upon him/her (them). 

May he/she (they) rest in peace. 
Amen. 


Kel Maleh Rachamim (Judaism) 
This prayer is offered as part of Ashkenazi and Sephardic liturgies both 
during mourning rites and throughout the year. As the text suggests, the prayer 


is frequently accompanied by a charitable donation in memory of the 
deceased. 


Here is the version said for a woman in English: 


God, full of mercy, 
Who dwells above, 
give rest on the wings 
of the Divine Presence, 
amongst the holy, pure and 
glorious who shine like the sky, 
tothe soulof _, 
daughter of __, 
for whom charity was offered 
in the memory of her soul. 
Therefore, the Merciful One 
will protect her soul forever, 
and will merge her soul 
with eternal life. 
The Everlasting is her heritage, 
and she shall rest peacefully at 
her lying place, and let us say: 


Amen.° 
Here is the version said for a man in English: 


God, full of mercy, 
who dwells in the heights, 
provide a sure rest upon 
the Divine Presence 8 wings, 
within the range of the holy, 
pure and glorious, whose 
shining resemble the skys, 


tothe soulof _, 
sonof._, 
for a charity was given 
to the memory of his soul. 
Therefore, the Master of Mercy 
will protect him forever, 
from behind the hiding of 
his wings, and will tie his 
soul with the rope of life. 
The Everlasting is his heritage, 
and he shall rest peacefully upon 
his lying place, and let us say: 


Amen.° 


Spiritism 

Spiritists employ a variety of prayers for ancestor veneration, spiritual 
development, and interacting with spirit guides. Many Spiritists keep a 
Psalter (a book of Psalms) and a copy of Allan Kardec’s Collection of 
Selected Prayers on hand for easy reference. The Psalms have been used to 
both praise the divine and achieve magical ends for millennia. The 
Collection of Selected Prayers has prayers for many occasions, including 
spiritual gatherings. 


Buddhism 

Buddhists chant several sutras for the dead, such as the sutra of the Great 
Vows of Ksitigarbha Bodhisattva, the Amitabha Sutra, and the Diamond 
Sutra. It should be noted that these sutras are quite long, and chanting one in 
its entirety in a single sitting might be a bit ambitious for someone who isn’t 
accustomed to monastic life. If you’re interested in these sutras, you might 
want to consider dedicating the reading to your ancestors. You could make a 
discipline of it, for example, reading one chapter every day at a certain time, 
or reading for an hour a day every day until you have finished the sutra. As 


you read, you might want to mark any shorter passages that resonate— 
perhaps you can incorporate them into your personal prayer life. Your 
prayers don’t have to mention the ancestors specifically, so long as you are 
dedicating the merit of your prayer to them. For example, the lines spoken by 
the Buddha in the Diamond Sutra are one of the most frequently quoted 
passages from the Mahayana Buddhist sutras and can inspire deep 
contemplation on the nature of reality, life, and death: 


As a lamp, a cataract, a star in space 
an illusion, a dewdrop, a bubble, 
a dream, a cloud, a flash of lightning— 


view all created things like this.’ 


Composing Your Own Prayers 
Of course, there’s no reason to limit yourself to traditional prayers. You can 
incorporate your favorite poems or songs into your prayer life. And you can 
always write your own prayers. Or you can speak spontaneously from the 
heart. This is the way I prefer to pray, although I might warm up by reciting a 
traditional prayer first. 

Even if you are working within a tradition, it’s good to extemporize every 
now and then. When you read a lot of other people’s prayers, you get a sense 
for what works and what doesn’t work for you. You also start to pick up on 
phrases that you like. Many traditions give spiritual beings special names that 
are used to evoke certain qualities that they have. For example, the Norse 
god Odin is called Alfodr, meaning “Father of All” or “All-Father,” and 
Havi, meaning “High One.” If you memorize the names of a spiritual being or 
beings, you can always fall back on those when you need a moment to think 
up the next line. You may wish to spend some time coming up with a list of 
names you feel comfortable using to refer to your ancestors as a collective, 
such as “‘the beloved dead,” “‘those who lived well and died well,” and so 


on. In general, it’s easier to freestyle with confidence when you are drawing 
ona rich body of work that you are intimately familiar with. 

Sometimes you'll find that words take on new significance in the context 
of your devotional relationship with your ancestors. If your ancestors were 
fond of certain proverbs, those can serve as prayers or be worked into your 
divinatory techniques. 


Prayer and Ritual 
Once you are comfortable with the basics of prayer—that 1s, the internal state 
of trance and the accompanying physical acts of speaking or singing—you 
can build on that foundation by incorporating other elements of ritual 
structure. These elements can include when the prayer is said, how many 
times it is said, and conditions of ritual purity that are fulfilled while it is 
being said. 


Auspicious Days 

Some days are particularly good days to pray for the dead. You might find it 
appropriate to pray for individual ancestors, especially ancestors you knew 
in life, on their birthday or the anniversary of their death. Alternatively, you 
may want to set aside time to pray for the entirety of your ancestral line on 
your birthday or name day, if you were named after a saint. 

There are also auspicious days for praying for the dead in many religious 
traditions. Within Catholicism and other Christian sects, this is November 2, 
also known as All Souls’ Day. In Mexico, this holiday was syncretized with 
an Aztec festival dedicated to the goddess Mictecacihuatl to form Dia de 
Muertos, when devotees build elaborate altars and offer traditional foods to 
their ancestors. In China and some surrounding countries, devotees of 
Chinese folk religion, Buddhism, and Taoism celebrate the fifteenth day of 
the seventh month in the lunar calendar as the Hungry Ghost Festival. On this 
day, the dead are thought to return to the earth, so special prayers and 
offerings are made on their behalf. You may wish to pray for your ancestors 


on days you find auspicious, including days that they would have held to be 
auspicious when they were venerating their own ancestors. 


Novena 

A novena is a nine-day prayer. Catholics often make novenas in preparation 
for feast days, including saints’ feast days. But the novena originates in Pagan 
mourning rituals, which is why to this day novenas are said with a tone of 
mourning, or at least yearning. Both Greek and Roman Pagans had a custom 
of nine days of mourning for the recently deceased, with a special feast on 
the ninth day after burial. The Romans also celebrated their parentalia 
novendialia from February 13 until February 22 every year. During this 
novena, they honored all the departed members of their families, ending with 
a ritual sacrifice and banquet on the ninth day. 


One-month Prayer 

You can also say a prayer for one month. This can be a calendar month or a 
full lunar cycle. You may time it to begin with the new moon, for example. 
When praying for one month, it’s important to pick a prayer that you will 
have the time and emotional fuel to pray every day for that length of time. We 
shift so much over the course of a month that it can be difficult to maintain 
even short daily devotions for this length of time, an important lesson in and 
of itself. 


Indulgences 
Indulgences are a system of formalized prayers for the dead in Catholicism. 
The orthodox belief about indulgences is that they shorten the period of time 
a soul must spend in purgatory being cleansed before joining God. While 
most Catholics prefer to avoid using words like “magic” in relation to their 
beliefs, I can assure you—indulgences are definitely magic. 

Many prayers carry indulgences. The strength of a prayer as an indulgence 
was once measured by the number of days or years it would subtract from a 
soul’s time in purgatory. (See? Magic.) Nowadays, we just draw a 


distinction between partial indulgences of indeterminate value and plenary 
indulgences. A plenary indulgence frees the soul from purgatory immediately. 
The most up-to-date guide to which prayers carry plenary indulgences 1s the 
Enchiridion of Indulgences, but some traditionalists prefer older sources. 

For a plenary indulgence to be issued, the person praying must meet 
certain conditions. These conditions can include receiving the sacrament of 
confession, receiving the sacrament of communion, and praying for the 
Pope’s intentions. 


A Few of My Favorite Prayers 
I'd like to share with you something very intimate: how I pray. Below, I walk 
you through my own regular prayers, explaining the significance of each line. 
You should feel free to use these prayers as they are written, or with your 
own adjustments. Or, use them as inspiration when composing your own 
prayers! 


A Morning Prayer 

The morning prayer can be said immediately after you get out of bed. Maybe 
start with a few minutes of good stretching first. Then go look out a window 
at the world as it begins to wake up and enjoy itself. 


I love this day, which is like 
no other that has ever been, 
and no other that will 
ever come again. 


The character of morning prayers is excitement and praise. It’s good to 
cultivate your sense of wonder a little bit every day. 


Breathe into me, my ancestors, 
and inspire me today. 
Move in me, my ancestors, so that my 
work today may be true to who we are. 


Attract my heart, my ancestors, that I 
may love with the power of our line. 
Strengthen me, my ancestors, that I 
may defend life in its diverse forms. 


This part was inspired by a prayer that St. Augustine wrote to the Holy 
Spirit. In practice, the Holy Spirit often looks almost like a stand-in for one’s 
ancestors and spirit guides. Charismatic Christians often call upon the Holy 
Spirit before performing feats that look like magic to the casual observer. 
And spiritualists will often begin séances with prayers to the Holy Spirit. 


I pray that today will be full of good food, 
good music, and good dancing. 


This part reflects my own priorities. But you might use this moment to pray 
about the things that matter the most to you: art, fashion, technology, or what 
have you. 


A Prayer before Divination 

What follows is a version of the prayer I say before divining. If I am seeing 
multiple querents in a single session, I will repeat the prayer before each 
querent. (I do not repeat it if the same querent asks multiple questions.) 


I call out to all of my 
ancestors, saints, and guides; 
all you beings of light who 
have chosen to walk with me 
in this life or in this moment. 

I give thanks for your clear guidance 
and continued presence in my life. 


You can vary whom you address directly in this prayer, but my default is: 


¢ Ancestors: my blood and lineage ancestors 


* Saints: beings that receive devotion from a public organization, including 
gods and deified humans; these are beings who have made themselves 
accessible to the masses 


* Guides: these are spirits who, for whatever reason, associate with me as 
an individual. Maybe they have other living, incarnate friends that I don’t 
know about, or maybe I am the only person they are in contact with right 
now. 


You can also name specific ancestors, saints, or guides who serve as 
patrons of your divination practice, or who were especially strong and 
positive influences on the people in their family or community while they 
were alive. 


I pray that you will 
reach out right now 
to the ancestors, saints, and 
guides of (querent'’s name), 
and convey to me through 
this (divination tool) 
the guidance that they wish to provide 
to their child in this moment. 


My goal in divination is to deliver a message to someone who isn’t able to 
receive it on their own, whether that’s because they don’t know how to 
divine or they are too worried about the matter to divine for themselves. The 
word “child” (or “son” or “daughter’’) is very powerful in this sentence, so I 
never omit it. 


I pray that you will bless my sight, so I will see clearly; 
and bless my words, so that they will 
be the perfect medicine for (querent) 
in this moment. 


Ultimately, I approach divination as a healing ritual, and the outcome is 
medicine. I don’t divine to know the future; I divine to change it for the 
better. So the goal in any divination session isn’t to tell the querent what they 
already know with uncanny accuracy. That would just feed the diviner’s ego. 
The goal is to inspire deeper knowledge about the self and the world that, 
once integrated, will help the querent live better. 


I pray that this medicine will be received 
with an open heart and mind, 
that it will be processed over 
time and integrated fully. 


This is a prayer for the querent—the person who ultimately does the vast 
majority of the work by reflecting on what is said in divination and applying 
it in their life. 


And I pray that if any 
message conveyed tonight 
is not the perfect medicine for 
(querent) in this moment, 
that it will be forgotten, 
and I will be forgiven. 
Amen. 


(I like to end on a note of covering my own ass to keep me humble!) 


Journal Prompts 
1. Was anyone in your family fond of prayer? Did you know of any 
members of your family who prayed for you when you were growing up? 
When you look back now, do you think there were any members of your 
family who were praying for you but not telling you about it? 


2. Who taught you how to pray? What did they tell you about prayer? 
3. Do you pray regularly? Why or why not? 


4. Are there any prayers or scriptures from your spiritual or religious 
tradition that you know well? If not, this is an area worth exploring. 


5. How do you feel about the idea of singing? How do you feel when you 
actually sing? 
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SPIRITUAL 
HYGIENE 


Ss we move through this world of the flesh, we sweat and get dirty. 
Our bodily functions are not evil or shameful—it’s all natural! But, for 
whatever reason, we don’t like to marinate in or share those bodily functions 
with others. So we take showers, brush our teeth, and some of us wear 
perfumes or deodorants to make our physical presence more appealing. 

There’s a similar dynamic at play on the spiritual level (and, to be honest, 
it’s not always clear where the physical ends and the spiritual begins, as 
you'll see). In modern Hellenic Reconstructionist Paganism, called 
Hellenismos, this type of spiritual pollution is called miasma. Miasma is 
believed to be especially strong wherever life is strong—for example, near 
bodily fluids and strong emotions. Thus, the phrase “spiritual hygiene” refers 
to any practice aimed at restoring the body and spirit to a state of tranquility 
by removing miasma. Spiritual hygiene is most effective when it 1s applied to 
yourself, your family, and your home. 

In magically operative communities throughout the world, we find the idea 
that like attracts like. This is especially true when it comes to scent, perhaps 
because smell is the sense that is most closely related to our capacity for 
memory. Thus, evil spirits are often believed to be attracted to foul odors. 
These spirits are generally avoided in daily life and magic but may be 


employed in cursing. On the other hand, elevated spirits are said to be 
attracted to sweet perfumes, especially floral ones. 

Whether you are aware of it or not, this principle of like attracting like is 
already at play in your daily life. As you become more sensitive to spiritual 
forces—an inevitable consequence as you develop your ancestor veneration 
practice—you’ll start to notice it more and more. It’s especially important to 
pay attention to spiritual hygiene if you pursue the mediumship exercises 
described in the next few chapters. For example, there will be days when you 
feel like you’re in a funk but won’t know why. Nothing particularly upsetting 
has happened, you'll note, so why this lingering sadness? On those days, it 
can be helpful to set aside some time to focus on spiritual hygiene. 

In addition to its practical benefits, spiritual hygiene is an act of devotion. 
Your ancestors dwell with you in your home. Keeping it clean and 
comfortable is one way you can honor them. If you neglect spiritual hygiene, 
there’s a good chance your ancestors will call you out on it in dreams and 
divination. Do yourself a favor and tend to the things you already know you 
need to take care of so they can spend more time advising you on the things 
you don t know yet. 


House Spirits 

Whether it’s a house, a mansion, or a studio apartment, your home is a 
spiritual ecosystem. You are a part of that ecosystem. And as with any 
ecosystem, the whole must be healthy for any individual entity within it to 
thrive. This means you need to foster an environment where you and your 
living family, your pets and plants, your ancestors, and the house spirits that 
dwell in your home are healthy, balanced, and in right relationship with one 
another. 

Every home is different and has its own unique physical and spiritual 
features. As with all the practices described in this book, use your best 
judgment. You know your home better than anyone else, except perhaps for 


some of the other people who live there. Here are a few common house 
spirits to look for. 


Faucet and Stove 

This dynamic duo is often found in close proximity to one another. It’s easy to 
take them for granted if you grew up in a country where clean water and 
reliable electricity are the norm. But if either one of these entities is 
compromised, maintaining life gets very hard, very fast. Our ancestors—and 
indeed, living relatives in other parts of the world—spent a significant 
amount of their energy gathering clean water and tending to hearth fires. In 
our present historical moment, the faucet and stove provide access to these 
primordial elements of life in exchange for virtually no effort. Consequently, 
we get to reclaim the energy that would have been expended hauling water 
and firewood and use it to make art, make love, and just relax in ways that 
most of humanity never got to. For this reason, I call them the water god and 
the fire god and ascribe the powers of creation, procreation, and recreation 
to them. I find that all other water sources (the shower, the toilet) and fire 
sources (lights, radiators, pocket lighters) in the home are “ruled” by them, 
just as plants are said to be ruled by certain planets. 

Unlike most spirits, I find the water god and the fire god don’t take 
offerings, perhaps because they are powerful enough that they don’t need 
them. Instead, I honor them through contemplation, prayer, and song. I also 
show them respect by keeping them clear of the kitchen detritus that tends to 
pile up if you’re not paying attention. 

A Colombian shaman once told me that “Where does your water come 
from?” was a common greeting among his people, especially when they met 
strangers while traveling. Sharing the source of their water expressed 
something about where they came from, who they were, and where they were 
going. The Yoruba say “Water has no enemy,” because even the man whose 
entire family drowned in water still needs it to survive. We heard “mni 
wiconi,” or “water is life” from the water protectors who gathered at 
Standing Rock in 2016 to oppose the construction of the Dakota Access 


Pipeline. The water crisis in Flint, Michigan has, at the time of this writing, 
been going on for four years, resulting in at least fifteen deaths and 
somewhere between 6,000 and 12,000 children being exposed to lead. 

Know where your water comes from, and be prepared to defend it if it is 
ever endangered. 


Doors and Windows 

Doors and windows are both examples of liminal spaces—that is, spaces 
which exist in between others. Liminal spaces are strongly associated with 
magic. “Do it at a crossroads” is a spell, regardless of what the “it” in 
question is. But magical potency has dangerous potential. Just as the water 
god and the fire god require special honors, the liminal spaces within our 
home must be specially monitored. If treated properly, they will bring in 
good things, prevent bad things from entering our lives, and help us get rid of 
those things that no longer serve us. We can never master them, but we can 
enter into a dance with them. 

You may wish to place a protective charm over your doors and windows. 
This charm might take the form of an image of a figure who is associated 
with liminal spaces, such as the gods Hermes, Apollo Agyieus (“Apollo of 
the Streets”), and Hekate, who were commonly given shrines outside ancient 
Greek homes. Spirits and deities associated with liminal spaces are often 
given offerings and asked to make sure that only good things enter through the 
threshold. Or, you might choose the image of a figure called on for 
protection, such as Saint Michael. The image can be a picture, a holy card, or 
a statue. If you do choose a flat image, keep it waterproof by either 
laminating it or putting it in a picture frame. That way, you can anoint it with 
oil. As for what oil to use, you can go with an oil that was specially 
dedicated to the deity in the image, a spiritual condition oil prepared for use 
in protection magic, or regular olive oil you’ve prayed over yourself. 


Stores 


You may notice spirits congregating around any place in your home where 
you keep things, especially food. This can include pantries, refrigerators, 
cabinets, stash boxes, shelves, spice racks, and closets. Care should be taken 
to prevent unwelcome visitors—whether metaphysical or just mice—from 
moving in. 

The ancient Greeks installed a household god called Zeus Khthesios 
(“Zeus of the Property”) in their store rooms. It was his responsibility to 
protect and increase provisions. He lived in a small, two-handled, 
earthenware container called an akadiskos. Its handles were wreathed with 
white wool and saffron thread. Devotees would feed him a mixture of water 
and olive oil and a variety of fresh fruits by placing them in the akadiskos. 

When protecting your stores, you might try this approach: consider the 
outside and inside individually. On the inside, you might place charms 
focused on protecting your provisions. For example, Italians and Italian 
Americans consider the fava bean an effective charm against poverty. One 
year, all the crops in Sicily failed, causing a terrible famine. The only crop 
that remained was the fava bean, which previously had only been used as 
fodder for cattle. But that year, the people of Sicily lived on fava beans 
alone. As a magic charm, the fava bean grants us peace of mind knowing that 
we will always have enough, if only just enough to survive. 

On the outside, you might place more charms focused on attracting more of 
whatever you are storing. Lodestones and magnets are popular charms for 
attracting things, whether that be a new partner, more money, or something 
specific like a particularly hard-to-find item. Viewed in this light, even the 
magnets on your refrigerator can be used to draw in whatever things make 
life worth living to you. 


Bed 

This is an intimate spot. It is not simply a place for rest; it is a ship for 
journeying through altered states and other realms. This is where you lie 
vulnerable and sleeping, night after night. It’s where you dream. It may be 
where you open yourself up to your partner, allowing them to touch you in 


ways that no one else does, inspiring states of ecstasy where you experience 
la petite mort (as the French call orgasm, “the little death”) or perhaps even 
create new life from nothing. 

In rural Italy, it was once common to place a newspaper under the bed 
where a marriage would be consummated so that any evil spirits who might 
be hiding there would be forced to read the whole thing before they would 
have the opportunity to meddle in the newlyweds’ affairs. (For a majority- 
illiterate people, reading a newspaper is a task synonymous with taking 
forever, like telling a faerie to count all the grains of sand on a beach.) 
Protective charms left under the bed can help with fertility and sexual 
performance. Left beneath the pillow, a small pouch of mugwort promotes 
dreaming. Tied to the four corners of the bed, that same mugwort protects the 
dreamer. 


House Cleansings 
Just as you keep your body clean, it’s also important to keep your home 
clean. You can take as many spiritual baths as you want, but if your home is 
filled with miasma, you'll end up just as dirty as before once you’ve dried 
off. Doing a little bit of cleansing every day can prevent situations from 
building up over time which may require the help of a professional to deal 
with. 

Good old-fashioned mundane cleaning is important. Sweep the floor. Dust 
the shelves. And perhaps most importantly, take out the trash frequently and 
don’t let dirty dishes sit in your sink. These last two are particularly 
important because food that hasn’t been formally offered to your ancestors 
and which isn’t being stored or served to living people will attract ghosts 
who aren’t receiving offerings elsewhere. 


Floor Washes 
Floor washes are traditionally used for both physically cleaning the floor and 
metaphysically clearing out miasma to invite in blessings. There are many 


commercially prepared floor washes available in botanicas and other 
metaphysical shops. Or, if you would prefer to explore DIY options, 
consider placing cleansing herbs such as lemongrass (which also repels 
insects) in a muslin bag and boiling them for a few minutes. Let the water 
cool, then combine with a standard floor cleaning product in a pine or lemon 
scent, as these are often employed in cleansings. Work room by room from 
the back of your home to the front. 


Windowsill Washes 

I’m not sure if this practice is found in any particular tradition. But I started 
washing my windowsills because my bedroom faces a major road in 
Brooklyn, so they end up covered in ash and dust even in the space of a 
week. I use a recipe developed by my friend Asc Helvetius: cinnamon, mint, 
and bay leaves soaked (if fresh) or boiled (if dried) in water, then combined 
with a pinch of baking soda. Those herbs are associated with money-drawing 
and success, but the volatile oils in them also repel insects. 


Smoke Cleansings 

As you have probably already noticed, miasma exists along a continuum from 
the purely material (actual dirt and grime) to the immaterial. Washes help us 
to clear away the material aspects of miasma. But after the area has been 
washed, it can be helpful to burn herbs to clear away any of the more subtle 
manifestations of miasma. Because smoke rises upward, some people find it 
helpful to pray over burning herbs so their prayers are delivered straight to 
the gods. 


Boiling Herbs 

If burning herbs is not an option, either because it’s not permitted in your 
home or because you live with someone who has asthma, you may prefer to 
boil aromatic herbs such as camphor on your stove. Many spiritists do this 
before a séance because the scent is believed to call in good spirits and 
chase out bad ones. 


Alternatively, during the winter you can use a radiator humidifier. These 
are often ceramic or cast iron, and are placed on radiators to create a slow 
and steady output of steam that does not need to be watched for safety 
reasons like a boiling pot does. 


A New Moon House Cleansing Ritual 

This ritual is partially inspired by Hekate’s Deipnon, which the ancient 
Greeks celebrated on the night of the new moon, when the moon is 
completely dark. The Greeks believed that Hekate was a Titan, a member of 
the race that preceded the gods. She was regarded as the queen of heaven, 
earth, and the underworld. Perhaps because of her authority in these three 
realms, she was associated with witchcraft and the dead. The Deipnon 
involved purifying the home and making offerings to Hekate and the dead. 

First, tend to any altars or shrines you have in your home. Remove old 
offerings and refresh water. If you do magic, this is the time to dispose of any 
remains from spells you have cast in the previous month. 

Next, sweep through your home. If it has been an especially difficult lunar 
month, you may wish to sprinkle some dried rue or another strong, protective 
herb on your floor before you do this. Once you are done sweeping, take out 
the trash from any room in your home. This is also a good time to clear out 
spoiled food from your refrigerator. The idea is to get rid of anything you 
don’t want to carry with you into the new month. 

Now take a small offering down to a three-way crossroads. (Conveniently, 
many spells instruct the magician or witch to take the remains down to a 
crossroads; you can do this at the same time you are leaving your offering.) 
This can be any three-way crossroads near your home, or one that you 
especially like. The Greeks would typically offer eggs, leeks, onions, or 
garlic. Any one of these will do, or you can bring something else, such as a 
vegetable from your garden. When you leave the offering at the crossroads, 
pray to your ancestors: 


Ancestors, I give thanks for 

the lunar cycle that has been, 

and I praise the lunar cycle 
that is to come. 

I pray that no ghosts, no jealousy, 
and no bad intentions follow me 
from one moon to the next. 

I have made space in my life 
for the blessings that you 
will bestow upon me. 


To finish this ritual, return home and light whatever incense you are in the 
mood for. It can be an incense you are fond of, or one that reflects whatever 
intentions you have for the next twenty-eight days (the period of time from 
this new moon to the next, roughly). 


Cleansing Yourself with Holy Waters 

The idea of holy water (sometimes called lustral water), is found in spiritual 
traditions around the world. In your ancestor veneration and spiritual hygiene 
practices, you may use holy water that has been blessed by a figure in your 
religious tradition or the religious tradition of your ancestors, or you may 
choose to bless water yourself by praying over it. Alternatively, you can 
gather water from a sacred source and use that with or without praying over 
it. 

You can make your own holy water. The simplest way to do this is to 
gather water in a bowl and pray over it. You can pray to your ancestors or a 
form of the divine to bless the water. If you want to add a bit more power to 
this ritual, you can use this method popular among witches and Pagans: drop 
a piece of silver, such as a silver ring, in the water and pray over it on the 
night of the new moon. Then, leave it out to gather the light of the waxing 
moon. Collect the water on the night of the full moon. Holy water subjected 


to this process has the properties of the waxing moon, encouraging 
abundance, growth, and prosperity. 

The ancient Greeks called holy water khernips. They produced it by 
extinguishing a torch from a religious shrine in water. I like to make khernips 
by adding a small amount of seawater to a bowl of spring water, lighting a 
bay leaf or sprig of vervain, and then dropping the leaf to be extinguished in 
the water while saying “Xerniptosai (pronounced “zer-NIP-to-sei-ee”; “be 
purified”’)!” 

In most Catholic churches, holy water is readily available to be bottled 
and taken home from large fonts. It is used for blessing and for protection. 
Saint Teresa of Avila, an ecstatic mystic and doctor of the church, once 
wrote: “I know by frequent experience that there is nothing which puts the 
devils to flight like Holy water.” Another saint, Saint Martha, was said to 
tame the dragon-like monster called the Tarrasque using holy water. 

Holy waters can also be gathered from nature. You might bring a bottle to 
fill it with fresh water from a spring or river, especially if that spring or river 
has a reputation for healing. Many such healing waters exist throughout the 
world and are often dedicated to feminine divinities, including the famous 
healing spring in Lourdes, the Osun River in Nigeria, or the Ganges River in 
India. In European folklore, water collected from springs and wells is 
particularly associated with the ancestors and their power to heal, bless, and 
bestow fertility. 

I have a bottle of water I gathered from the Chalice Well in Glastonbury, 
England, the day after I met my first husband. In Welsh and Irish folklore, 
wells such as this are considered gateways to the spirit world, where one 
might encounter ancestors, faeries, and other spirits. (The warm, red waters 
of the Chalice Well are reminiscent of blood.) When gathering waters from a 
sacred source, whether it’s a famous pilgrimage site or simply a place that is 
special to you personally, consider both the regional folklore about that 
source and what the site looks like to you on that day. Each of these layers— 
what other people say and what you see—reveals something about the nature 
of that water and what potency it might be willing to share with you. 


Regardless of where they come from or what ritual processes were 
applied to them, holy waters can be sprinkled on yourself, around your home, 
or on objects to bless and protect them. 


Spiritual Baths 

Holy water is easy enough to work into your daily practice. And then there 
are times when a stronger remedy is needed. In these situations, a spiritual 
bath can be helpful. There are several schools of thought when it comes to 
taking spiritual baths: some say they must be taken as soaking baths and the 
bather must totally submerge, while others (particularly those familiar with 
African-American conjure traditions) recommend pouring spiritual baths 
over one’s head. Many practitioners advise air-drying after taking a spiritual 
bath so that the ingredients have a chance to settle on your skin, but I find a 
gentle pat down with a towel works well enough. Ultimately, how you take 
your spiritual baths will depend on myriad factors, including whether you 
have access to a tub or a shower stall, what the ambient temperature in your 
home is like, and so on. 


A Basic Spiritual Bath for 
Getting Rid of Negativity 
The first time I used this bath was after ending a friendship with an unstable 
woman who went on to send me a barrage of nasty emails and texts. After I 
took this bath, it felt lke the weight of the world had been taken off my 
shoulders. I never heard from the woman who had been so hell-bent on 
ruining my life again after that night. 

Draw yourself a bath and add a half-cup of apple cider vinegar and a 
pinch of sea salt. Before you get in the water, take three deep, cleansing 
breaths. Then pray: 


Ancestors, I pray that 
you will bless this bath 


so it will draw out any 
negativity that has been 
directed at me by other people, 
either consciously or unconsciously. 


As you soak, try to relax a bit. Once you have finished, dry off and put on a 
set of clean, comfortable pajamas. I recommend planning to go straight to 
sleep afterward, as cleansings such as this tend to make you very groggy 
when done correctly. 


White Bath for Troubled Hearts 

This bath is a lovely way to care for yourself when you feel anxious, 
depressed, or otherwise off your baseline in any way. In a bowl, mix the 
following ingredients together: 


¢ Goat milk 

* Cow milk 

¢ Coconut milk 

¢ Holy water 

¢ Fresh white flowers (such as carnations or white roses) 


¢ Florida water: This is a sweet, floral cologne used for cleansing and to 
attract good luck. In some cities, it can be found in regular drug stores 
along with other perfumes and colognes. Otherwise, it can be found in a 
botanica or online. If you have trouble finding it, you might substitute 
another sweet cologne, rose water, or a pinch of sugar. 


¢ Cascarilla: This is a white powder made from egg shells used for 
cleansing and protection. It 1s often sold at botanicas as nubs of chalk in 
small paper cups. If you don’t live near a botanica, it’s easy to find online. 


Take three deep, cleansing breaths. Close your eyes and take a moment to 
reflect on how you feel and describe it to your ancestors. Take as long as you 


like: sometimes, great insights happen when we just take a moment to 
describe how we feel. Once you feel ready, start to pray: 


Ancestors, I pray that you will bless this bath so that it will soothe me. 
May my sorrows be eased so I can enjoy life and support the people I love. 


You can then either add the mixture to a soaking bath or combine it with 
warm water and pour it over your head. 

The recipe was first shared with me by my friend Katelan Foisy. Since 
then, I’ve seen several variants of it shared by practitioners of espiritismo. 
You can switch up the ingredients according to what you have on hand, but 
the main rule of thumb is to include white, sweet things. Some also prefer to 
use an odd number of ingredients. As Katelan explained to me, this is so 
whatever bad luck or curse that is affecting you can’t “cut through” (that is, 
divide) the ingredients. 


Hyssop Bath for Reconciliation 

Hyssop (Hyssopus officinalis) is a herbaceous plant native to southern 
Europe and the Middle East. Its association with spiritual bathing stems from 
this famous line from Psalm 51: “Purge me with hyssop, and I shall be clean: 
wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow.” As Psalm 51 is one of the seven 
Penitential Psalms and its text describes the desire to make right with God 
after sinning, hyssop baths are often prescribed to people who feel they have 
done wrong. They are sometimes used by hoodoo rootworkers who perform 
curses they believe are morally justified after doing that type of spiritual 
work. Interestingly, this Psalm is also commonly given as an indulgenced 
prayer (see page 91 for information on indulgences). 

To take a hyssop bath, place a handful of the herb in a muslin bag and boil 
in a gallon of water for ten minutes. Let the water cool. Then pour it over 
yourself while praying. You have a few options for how to pray. You can 
pray the entirety of Psalm 51 either from memory or reading it from a paper 
you've taped nearby in the bathroom. Or you can pray the parts that are the 


most relevant to this ritual. Here they are from the King James Version of the 
Bible: 


Have mercy upon me, O God, 
according to thy lovingkindness: 
according unto the multitude 
of thy tender mercies blot out 
my transgressions. 
Wash me thoroughly from mine 
iniquity, and cleanse me from my sin. 
For I acknowledge my transgressions: 
and my sin is ever before me ... 
Behold, thou desirest truth 
in the inward parts: 
and in the hidden part thou shalt 
make me to know wisdom. 
Purge me with hyssop, and I 
shall be clean: 
wash me, and I shall be 
whiter than snow. 
Make me to hear joy and gladness; 
that the bones which thou 
hast broken may rejoice. 
Hide thy face from my sins, 
and blot out all mine iniquities. 
Create in me a clean heart, O God; 
and renew a right spirit within me. 


If reciting biblical passages isn’t your thing, you might want to consider 
praying to the spirit of the hyssop plant. Because of the shout-out in Psalm 
51, hyssop has been used in magic rituals like this for generations; it knows a 
thing or two about guilt, shame, and regret. Share those genuine feelings of 
contrition with the spirit of the plant. For example, you might pray: 


Mighty hyssop, forgiving hyssop, you 
who have washed away so many mistakes: 
please wash away the pain of what I 
have done, for which I am truly sorry. 
Guide me back to my true path, 
the path where I am able to 
nourish the living 
and bring honor to my ancestors. 


A Cleansing Ritual 
This ritual can be done anytime you feel something lingering that hasn’t been 
removed by spiritual bathing or prayer. It can be the ruins of an old 
relationship, hurtful words that have been lodged in your heart, or guilt over 
something you did to another. It is most powerful when performed under a 
waning moon, but it can be done while the moon waxes if necessary. 

Go out and pick or buy some white flowers. Carnations are nice for this 
one. This is the one ritual I don’t recommend roses or anything with thorns 
for, and you’!l see why in a moment. 

Go down to the beach or to the bank of a river. Observe how the water 
moves. If you’re at a river, notice which direction it’s flowing in. If you’re at 
the beach, notice whether the tide is high or low, coming in or going out. Say 
hello to the water. 

Unwrap your flowers from their rubber bands and plastic if necessary. 
Holding them to your heart, pray that whatever you have come to release be 
taken off of you. You may find that what it is you’re praying for is slightly 
different than what you had in mind when you decided to do this ritual. That’s 
normal. 

Now, brush the flowers down your body from head to toe. As you do so, 
you might want to visualize them brushing dust off you. 

When you have finished, break the flowers and toss them into the body of 
water, thanking it for doing magic with you today. 


Journal Prompts 
1. Which house spirits do you feel the most strongly in your home? What is 
your relationship with them like? How do you think you could improve 
that relationship? 


2. How do you feel about housework? What is your favorite chore? Your 
least favorite chore? How did your family of origin impact your attitude 
toward housework? 


3. What is your baseline emotional state like? How do you know when you 
have deviated from that baseline—for example, how do you realize when 
you are stressed or sad? 


4. What sort of spiritual hygiene practices do you do regularly today? 
Which spiritual practice described in this chapter do you think you would 
benefit the most from right now? 
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MEDIUMSHIP IS FOR 
EVERYONE 


ncestor veneration is a two-way street. You can do many things: 
build an altar, make offerings, say prayers. But you are only half of the 
equation. 

If you’ve been praying and making offerings to your ancestors, you may 
have started to receive blessings from them, such as money, love, joy, and 
new opportunities. But sometimes the greatest blessing they have to give is 
not a thing or a feeling, but guidance. What this means is that it’s not enough 
to pray and wait for all of your desires to manifest—you also have to listen. 

For many people, this is the hardest piece: accepting that their ancestors 
have agency. That the rituals of mourning and remembrance we perform are 
not simply for the benefit of the living community. And just as we are pouring 
out libations and praying for them, they are reaching out to us. 

Mediumship is contact with a spirit or spirits that occurs through dream, 
trance, or altered states of consciousness. These altered states can be quite 
subtle. We slip in and out of them naturally throughout the day, while falling 
asleep or performing repetitive tasks like washing the dishes. 

People have some funny ideas about mediumship, usually coming from the 
media and other people in the Pagan, witchcraft, and occult communities. 
When I was younger, I fell for many of the stories that people would tell me 
in efforts to convince me that they were some kind of authority. The reality is 


that mediumship stories are like fish stories: when they’re not made up of 
whole cloth, they’re often embellished in a way that’s supposed to make the 
person telling them look more important than they really are in the grand 
scheme of things. Don’t let anyone else’s narrative override your own 
experience. (And please, don’t be that guy once you start having mediumship 
stories of your own to share.) 

Some people assume that one must be “gifted” to be a medium. Similarly, I 
assumed for a long time that you had to be “gifted” to be a musician. 
Musicians seemed like they had been born special with abilities that I would 
just never possess as a decidedly unspecial person. The truth is that everyone 
is gifted in different ways. And all the giftedness in the world doesn’t really 
matter if you never tune your instrument and practice. 

I personally believe that we are all capable of achieving basic 
mediumistic contact with our ancestors. They are a part of us and we’re a 
part of them. Mediumistic contact with your ancestors is as natural as your 
brain communicating with your hands. 

In fact, you’ve probably been receiving messages from your ancestors 
throughout your entire life but might not have thought about it that way before. 
I see secular-minded people being guided by their ancestors all the time in 
my family, among my friends, and at work. When my then-boyfriend and I 
decided to get married, my parents sprang into planning mode. Everything 
had to be just right, even though neither of them could have told you what 
“Just right” meant. At the time, it drove me crazy. I didn’t understand what 
was going on. It’s not as though the traditions we associate with weddings 
have actually been around for that long, and many of them didn’t even exist 
when my parents themselves got married. So why were they obsessing over 
these details? It wasn’t until my father walked me down the aisle on the day 
of my wedding that I understood what had been really going on: they had 
been receiving pressure and guidance from the ancestors to ensure that 
certain ritual obligations were met. But without the benefit of divination or 
training in a tradition of ritual, they had to do it the hard way—through a 
combination of intuition, trial, and error. I’m always humbled to see people 


who do not have a framework for this type of experience or even explicitly 
disbelieve it 1s possible, allowing themselves to be guided by something they 
cannot see but perceive nonetheless. I believe that for them, it must come 
through in dream, intuition, and the occasional “irrational” decision, a series 
of small preferences that shape the direction life moves in gradually over 
time: wear this color, talk to this person, eat this food, take a different route 
home this time. That’s a lot more impressive to me than fish stories. 

I try to perform a mediumship session with my ancestors and spirit guides 
once a week, ideally on Sunday evening to give thanks for the week that has 
just passed and prepare for the one that is to come. This practice helps me 
navigate life and maintain my emotional balance. 

Our ancestors instruct, inspire, and advise. Because they lived human 
lives, the ancestors are closer to us than any other type of spirit. They 
empathize with us after having faced many of the same struggles we face. 
They provide insight and moral judgment based on their own experiences as 
humans who lived and died, thus experiencing far more of what it means to 
be incarnate than we have yet. Think of it as a prompt for a writing exercise: 
“Tf I had known then what I know now ...” 

Unlike many other sources of advice both spiritual and practical, ancestors 
tailor their advice to where you are right now. They understand that there is 
no one right way to be a person. What’s right for you might not be right for 
me, and vice versa. My sister and I have the same blood ancestors, but our 
inherent nature and the experiences we’ve each lived through are different. 
The lessons the ancestors have for each of us are different as well. 

Despite (or in addition to) the wisdom ancestors may impart, there is one 
possible complication related to opening up a line of healthy communication 
with your ancestors: they will have opinions. They may care about your 
home. Since your ancestors are a part of you, they’re almost like roommates. 
Be a conscientious roommate and keep your space clean. 

They will almost certainly care about how you present yourself and treat 
other people. Etiquette and social mores take on a whole new dimension 
when you practice ancestor veneration. So buy a stack of thank-you notes and 


use them liberally. Bring a gift for the host of whatever party you’re going to 
this weekend. And if you’re in the United States, tip well. 

The other area that I’ve found ancestors commonly have opinions on is 
decisions that affect the growth of the family tree. This can include marriages 
or serious relationships, raising children, and handling inheritances. Whether 
you have children or not, it’s important to consider how your decisions uplift 
or undermine your family name. How are you preparing the world for the 
generations that are coming? What will you leave behind for them? Art? 
Pristine wilderness? Legal structures that protect their human rights? 

Listen to your ancestors and honor their opinions. Above all, remember: 
you're the one who is alive today. You’re in the driver’s seat. After everyone 
has spoken their piece, you make the final call. If you start to feel like your 
ancestors are becoming overbearing, it may be time to gently but firmly 
remind them that you hold the sacred office of being incarnate. Some 
practitioners of Afro-Caribbean traditions only put out food offerings to their 
ancestors on broken china in order to reaffirm the divide that exists between 
the living and the dead. You can employ this technique or something similar 
to make it clear who is alive today. 


Dispelling Myths about Mediumship 
I won't tell you what to expect from engaging in mediumship because 
honestly, I don’t know what you will experience. It’s best to go into it with no 
expectations so you can be fully present for whatever happens. That being 
said, there are a lot of myths about mediumship out there. I'd like to address 
those myths, and hopefully doing so will help you to perceive without 
judgment. 

Though some people see things, mediumship is not always visual. It’s just 
as likely that mediums will see something clear as day as they will see 
something using the same inner eye that sees dreams. (For what it’s worth, I 
have not yet met a medium who had trouble distinguishing a vision from 
physical sight.) Other people experience mediumship in a way that 1s more 


directly comparable to their sense of hearing, feeling, smelling, or tasting. 
Others experience mediumship through the physical senses beyond the 
classic five, such as proprioception. And still others process spiritual 
information without experiencing it in a way that is analogous to a physical 
sense. These people just know things without knowing why they know them. 

However your body processes information from spirits, your conscious 
awareness of that information may be more or less clear. Sometimes the 
things you see or hear may seem very faint or they don’t immediately make 
sense. They are still useful. You can still benefit from, for example, doing a 
tarot reading even if you don’t know how to translate images into a clear 
message and set of action items. Gazing at the images is healing in the same 
way that all art 1s healing. Mediumship is a lot like looking at art, it’s just 
that the art is inside of you instead of outside of you. 

As I hope is evident by now, mediumship isn’t at all like what you see in 
horror movies. You will not open a portal to hell or summon an ancient evil 
accidentally. It is dangerous, but so is crossing the street. Sometimes we have 
to accept calculated risks, because it’s a far greater risk to live a life that is 
confined to a single block because you never cross the street. And for the 
most part, the biggest dangers lie in how you respond to mediumship, not in 
the nature of the spirits themselves. 

One of the most dangerous things you can do is assume that mediumship 
experiences need to be extreme in order to be real or powerful. I know that 
for some people it seems cool to brag about how you’re in contact with 
spirits and those spirits are always doing crazy things. Usually this type of 
bragging comes from a place of insecurity. The message behind it is, “Please 


1? 


believe I’m important and powerful!” Don’t seek out or glamorize 
phenomena. If the spirits are keeping you up at night or throwing things 
around in your home, that’s a bad sign. Treat it like having a fight with a 


loved one: Keep it private, figure out what’s wrong, and fix it. 


General Advice 


Mediumship is like divination, but your body is the tool instead of cards. 
That’s why so many messages are experienced in a way that resembles the 
physical senses. Care for your tool, and it will serve you well. Pay attention 
to your diet: do certain foods make you less psychically sensitive? 
(Excessive salt, meat, and dairy are common culprits.) 

Exercise regularly. If you can find a qualified teacher in a physical 
discipline, such as dance or a martial art, your mediumship sessions will 
improve. I’ve heard yogis say that the practice of asana (the physical 
postures which are just one aspect of yoga) is intended to put the body ina 
more receptive state before meditation. I find that I do my best mediumship, 
divination, and writing after I come home from a Pilates class because that 
discipline requires so much body awareness. 

Stay hydrated and breathe deeply. The elements of water and air are 
traditionally associated with spirit contact. But calling in the elements while 
casting a circle won’t be much help you if you stop breathing. 

Contrary to popular belief, there are no hard and fast rules when it comes 
to what a body responds to. So I won’t give you a program here. If you feel 
like you need guidance—and there is no shame in needing guidance on the 
topic of health, our culture is constantly telling us to abuse our bodies— 
invest in working with a personal trainer or nutritionist. Experiment and track 
your results. 

You may want to consider working with herbal allies in order to induce 
states that are more receptive to mediumship. There are many herbs with a 
reputation for enhancing mediumship. If you choose to go down that path, 
make sure you know what you’re doing. Stick with remedies that have been 
prepared by a professional before making your own. It can be helpful to start 
with teas or liqueurs that are specifically meant to be consumed. Know the 
risks and contraindications for any herb you ingest. For example, mugwort is 
a famous dream herb that can be smoked or brewed into a tea. It’s also an 
abortifacient, meaning it can cause miscarriage if ingested by a pregnant 
woman. 


I have observed from personal experience that mediumship often comes in 
waves of tension and release. It reminds me of sitting in an ayahuasca 
ceremony, where there are waves of difficult purging often followed by utter 
bliss. After you vomit, you feel better. You sense the space that was created 
by the purge. You learn to become grateful for the purge because you realize 
that afterward, you’re not carrying that stuff inside of you anymore. After 
working through what feels like a conflict, things flow freely and beautifully. 
So have faith that when you are in a tense moment, like facing something you 
never wanted to face, the flow will return if you stick to your practice. 


Exercises 
Developing as a medium requires regular effort, but that doesn’t mean it’s 
necessarily ascetic. It can be sensual. It can even be fun. 

I have a rule in my magical practice: I only do things that set my soul on 
fire. That doesn’t mean I only do things out of superficial desire—only that 
there are too many things I care about to waste time on all the rest. 

So I’m presenting a few different exercises in the hope that one (or all) 
will appeal to you enough that you not just read about it but actually do it. 


Sensations 

Sharpening your physical senses will help you process information received 
through mediumship. Each day for five days, pick a new sense to pay 
attention to. Really focus on everything you experience through this sense. 
You can do this exercise completely freeform, or you can use the prompts 
below as a jumping off point. But let it lead you. 


Day 1: What do you see? 

¢ Watch the trees move in the wind. Each part of the tree moves differently, 
but the movement of the trunk informs the movement of the branch which 
informs the movement of the leaf. The result 1s spectacular in the right 
mindset. 


¢ Go to an art museum. Find a giant painting that is all black, then one that 
is all white. Stay with each of them for a moment and look. How does each 
one make you feel? Which one would you rather stand in front of all day? 


¢ Draw something. You’ve never really loved something until you’ve 
drawn it. Most people struggle when they start drawing because they look 
too much at the paper and forget to look at the thing they’re trying to 
capture. Circumvent that instinct. Do some blind contour drawings: a 
drawing where you never look down at the paper or pick up your pen. Set 
a timer and do one for five minutes, then one for ten, then one for twenty 
minutes. The point isn’t for the drawings to look good when you’re done. 
It’s to look at something. 


¢ Use your sense of sight as an alarm clock for conscious awareness. Pick 
a visual cue such as a red car or a butterfly, and every time you see that 
thing, amp up your awareness. What you use this cue for is up to you: 
maybe you want to improve your posture, or maybe you want to check to 
see if you are dreaming. The point is to train yourself to notice things. 


Day 2: What do you hear? 

¢ Listen to your favorite song as though you have never heard it before. 
What happens inside you at each line? Are there things you usually 
imagine when it’s playing? If your life were a movie, what would this song 
be the soundtrack to? 


¢ Listen to your favorite song from ten years ago, the one you had on repeat 
that summer. What do you remember about that period in your life? How 
did you feel back then? How was it different from how you feel now? 


¢ Listen to silence. You might need to get some earplugs to do this, 
depending on where you live. How does silence make you feel? Do you 
keep the TV or radio playing all day to avoid it? Are you afraid of it the 
way some people are afraid of the dark? Why? 


Day 3: What do you smell? 


¢ Make a list of your favorite scents. Why are you fond of them? Do you 
have any particular memories associated with them? How do they make 
you feel? 


¢ If you can, make a trip to a botanical garden. Smell as many varieties of 
rose as you can. Does one in particular speak to you? 


¢ Smell a well-crafted perfume. A good perfume has a plot. Perfumes are 
made up of three types of notes: top, heart, and base notes. Watch how the 
scent unfolds over time. Try to record the effect of those changing scents 
on your emotional state, either as notes or a drawing. 


¢ First, the top notes shape your initial impression of the perfume. 
Because they come first, they’re important to selling the perfume and 
thus, they tend to vie for your attention. But they evaporate quickly, 
fading within ten to fifteen minutes of application. These notes are often 
derived from citrus fruits, such as bergamot, orange, grapefruit, or 
lemon. 


¢ Then the heart notes start to bloom. These are the core of the perfume. 
Because base notes tend to be unpleasant at first, the heart notes are 
often tasked with making the base notes more palatable. Thus, they tend 
to be mellow and floral. Lavender and rose are classic examples. 


¢ As the heart notes fade, the base notes become more pleasant. Base 
notes provide a perfume with depth and solidity. These large, heavy 
molecules take the longest to evaporate and act as fixatives to boost the 
strength of the lighter top and middle notes. These are often woods, such 
as cedarwood and sandalwood, or musks. 


¢ What happens to your emotional state after you can’t smell the perfume 
anymore? Even when you’re no longer consciously aware of them, those 
scent molecules are still affecting you subconsciously. 


Day 4: What do you taste? 


¢ Pour yourself a drink. Maybe something complex like wine. How many 
distinct flavors can you taste? How does that change when you slurp a bit 
of air along with the wine? What about when you taste something that has a 
plot the same way that perfume does, like whiskey? If you take it with ice, 
you'll notice the flavors change as the ice melts and ratio of whiskey to 
water changes. 


¢ Don’t shy away from bitter things. Americans in particular shun bitter 
flavors; our palates have tended toward two flavors: sweet and salty. 
Many medicinal herbs are bitter, and herbalists will tell you the bitter taste 
is part of the medicine. Bitters stimulate the digestive system before a 
meal. You can drop digestive bitters directly on your tongue—the taste 
will take you for a ride. 


Day 5: What do you feel? 

* Find two pieces of fabric. One should be soft and fuzzy, like a comforting 
sweater. The other should be rough and scratchy, like a piece of hook and 
loop fabric. Close your eyes and drag the soft fabric slowly along a 
sensitive patch of skin, like the inside of your wrist. Note how it makes 
you feel. Now do the same with the rough fabric. Make sure to do this very 
slowly, observing how the sensation unfolds. 


¢ Find something warm, like a cup of tea, and something cool, like a glass 
of ice water. (Make sure these aren’t too hot or too cold!) Close your eyes, 
and hold the warm thing to your belly. How does it make you feel? Are 
you relaxing or tensing, expanding or contracting? Now replace it with the 
cool thing. How has the feeling changed? Try to pay attention to your 
whole body, not just the parts of you that are in direct contact with the 
stimulus. 


¢ In addition to touch, you might want to explore your sense of 
proprioception. Take a moment to stand with your feet together and your 
hands at your sides. Now, gently lie on your back with your feet together 
and your hands at your sides. Did you ever notice that these two positions, 


standing and lying down, are really the same? The only thing that has 
changed is your orientation toward the earth. Can you feel how gravity is 
pulling on you differently? 


Derive 
The dérive is a practice initially developed by the Situationists, who 
recommended it as a remedy against the increasingly predictable and 
monotonous experience of everyday life under capitalism. A dérive is an 
unplanned journey through a landscape, usually urban, in which participants 
drop their everyday relationship to space and its inhabitants and “let 
themselves be drawn by the attractions of the terrain and the encounters they 


find there.” * It is recommended to undertake them in a small group, to cross- 
check one’s experience with that of one’s peers. Guy Debord explains in 
Introduction to a Critique of Urban Geography: 


The sudden change of ambiance in a street within the space of a 
few meters; the evident division of a city into zones of distinct 
psychic atmospheres; the path of least resistance that is 
automatically followed in aimless strolls (and which has no 
relation to the physical contour of the terrain); the appealing or 
repelling character of certain places—these phenomena all seem 
to be neglected. In any case they are never envisaged as 
depending on causes that can be uncovered by careful analysis 


and turned to account.” 


In short, the dérive is a tour guided by the unconscious mind. Because it 
follows the path of least resistance, the direction the unconscious mind takes 
you in reflects something about the psychic landscape. This is useful data for 
anyone working with spirits of place, or genius loci. 

You can adapt the dérive for use in your home. If you have an afternoon to 
spend communing with your living space, notice where you end up sitting, 
standing, pacing. Are there places you naturally gravitate toward? What 


about places that seem like they should be comfortable but you cannot force 
yourself to inhabit? How do these observations align with the behavior 
exhibited by other members of your household? With your pets’ behavior? 

You will probably notice the results of the dérive illuminate your normal 
patterns of occupation, which is fine. We’re not trying to force anything 
revolutionary here, although it’s always fun when a major breakthrough 
happens. Once you understand the way you naturally occupy space, notice 
when your habits change suddenly. This could be a sign of spirit intrusion 
and should be brought to your ancestors. 


Opening a Fist 

This is a classic exercise used in Butoh training. Butoh is an avant-garde 
dance form created by Tatsumi Hijikata in the late 1950s in Japan. Most 
dance schools force their students into external definitions of form and 
movement: the body must be arranged in a shape that has been predefined, 
and successful dance depends on how well the body can adhere to that 
standard. In contrast, Butoh dance performances come from within, from the 
unconscious guided through choreography which often relies on visceral 
imagery. While I have not trained formally in Butoh, I have incorporated 
some of the training exercises into my personal movement practice. 

Like many Butoh training exercises, “opening a fist” explores movement in 
a Slow and deliberate way. The directions are: 


1. Make a fist with your right hand. 


2. Open it over the course of three minutes. 


If you’ve never explored slow, deliberate movements like this, you might 
be thinking: “I open and close my fist all the time and it’s no big deal. What 
could I possibly get out of doing this over a three-minute span of time?” 

Movement is a funny thing. Even motions that seem very simple to us are 
actually the result of complex biomechanical interactions. Your skeleton 


gives you a solid form. The skeletal muscles move that form. These muscles 
are found in pairs, and they work in partnership: one contracts while the 
other expands to move a bone in a direction. But most movements are not 
generated by a single bone and one pair of skeletal muscles—they require 
complex cooperation. We can become aware of these dynamics by slowing 
down our movements and casting our attention inward. Even the simplest 
movements expand into symphonies of feeling when sufficiently slowed 
down. We feel how parts of our bodies swell, tense, and squeak during a 
movement. We find the hiccups in a movement that seemed smooth when 
done faster or without attention. There is no right or wrong observation you 
can make when performing an exercise like this. What you find is entirely 
your own. 


Journal Prompts 
1. What do you think mediumship is? Where do those ideas come from? 
How have they been influenced by the religious tradition you grew up in or 
the media? 


2. Have you ever had an encounter with an ancestor, ghost, or another 
discarnate spirit? What was the experience like? 


3. What makes you feel the most connected with your body? What special 
insights have you had while engaging in that activity? 


4. How do you make major decisions in your life? Do you feel like you 
make decisions primarily through logic, intuition, or both? How confident 
are you in your decisions? 
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GOING DEEPER 
WITH MEDIUMSHIP 


n the last chapter, you learned basic techniques for listening to your body. 
The body conveys messages from our ancestors. These messages may come 
in many forms: bodily sensations visions, auditory messages, and “just 
knowing.” By now, you may have started receiving messages while praying 
at your altar. 

Often discussions of mediumship focus on receiving more of these 
messages by increasing psychic sensitivity. For people raised in a materialist 
culture where skills such as mediumship are considered fictional, just being 
able to perceive a message seems like the most important step we can take 
toward being in right relationship with our ancestors. But perception is only 
half the battle. 

Just think about what it’s like to communicate with the living. Before the 
invention of the telephone, communication across a long distance was 
difficult: you could either travel to see someone in person or write them a 
letter, the latter of which would almost certainly result in loss of context and 
tone. Now, you can have a video conversation in ultra HD with someone who 
lives halfway around the world for free. We can perceive more voices than 
ever before. And yet, we’re no better at connecting with one another. If 
anything, the 24/7 contact encouraged by social media and mobile devices 
makes us feel more alone than ever before. 


As your mediumistic perception increases, you'll need a way to process 
the new messages coming to you from your ancestors. The goal of any kind of 
divination is not necessarily to perceive with the most detail or accuracy but 
to use information you receive to change your life for the better. What’s the 
point of knowing the future if you’re powerless to change it? Borrowing a 
term from the psychedelic therapy community, I refer to this process as 
“integration.” Fully integrated messages from the ancestors serve as 
medicine for us. They help us to live better lives full of meaning and beauty. 
And like good therapy, they help us dispel illusion and break out of 
destructive patterns. 

To integrate a message, you can create something inspired by it. If you’re a 
painter, paint. If you’re a singer, sing. I am an avid journaler, so I like to 
write about what I have just experienced. Whatever modality you choose, 
don’t focus on trying to record exact details. Instead, try to give concrete 
form to what you have just felt. Your creation will help you remember the big 
lessons when you need them in the future. Sometimes, when you reflect on 
your creation, you may feel yourself returning to that moment. Like 
remembering new details of a dream upon waking, you might find that you’ re 
able to gain more insights from the message than you were before. And the 
messages we receive from our ancestors often gain new relevance as our 
circumstances change over time. 

If you are involved in a spiritist community, it’s also important to find 
ways of integrating messages that come to you through other mediums. You 
shouldn’t take every message shared with you by everyone who claims to be 
a medium seriously. If a medium you have reason to trust shares a message 
with you, pray to your ancestors and ask them to independently confirm 
whether that message is correct. Otherwise, you may find yourself distracted 
from the messages that truly matter. Or, worse yet, you may be taken 
advantage of by a medium or spirit who doesn’t have your best interests at 
heart. 


Invited to Dance with the Ancestors 

I find that the most important messages from spirit will work their way into 
my life from multiple unrelated sources, as if to underline themselves. During 
an ayahuasca ceremony, a shaman channeling a spirit gave me a very clear 
message: “You must learn to dance the dance of your ancestors.” The only 
problem was that I had no idea what the dance of my ancestors was, who 
could teach me it, or if my ancestors even had a dance for me to learn! To 
make matters worse, when I was growing up, people liked to put my sister 
and me into neat little boxes: I was the smart student, and she was the pretty 
dancer. Our parents did their best to keep us from feeling restricted by these 
boxes, encouraging me to take dance lessons (and later karate, the dance I 
preferred over ballet) and reminding my sister how smart she was. But it was 
hard to believe my parents when the world was so insistent on typecasting 
us. After the ceremony was over, I went back to my life in Brooklyn with no 
idea how I would honor that message. 

Then one night, I was walking home from the subway stop. I could smell 
the gardens our neighborhood is famous for on the summer air. And faintly, I 
could hear music. At first, I thought it might be all in my head. But as I 
walked down the block, it got louder and clearer. And when I got to the 
corner my apartment was on, I realized what it was: the Italian-American 
social club across the street from my home was having a party in their 
garden, and a band was playing Italian folk music while the old-timers 
danced and laughed. I recognized a man from my parish there, and asked him 
what they were celebrating. “Well, I’m telling people it’s for the feast of 
Saint Paul,” he joked, and we both laughed, because it was June 29 but Paul 
isn’t a popular saint like Lucy or Joseph. “But the truth is, our friends’ band 
just got back together after a couple years on hiatus!” 

Then, one of the older men asked me in broken English if I wanted to 
dance. He brought me into the garden where they keep the statue of Our Lady 
of Sorrows, the patron of their hometown in Italy. I remember watching the 


moon right above her head as we danced together, my first time dancing to 
the music of my ancestors. 

A few days later, a friend invited me to an event he thought I might be 
interested in. Alessandra Bellon, a world-famous folk musician, was 
teaching a workshop on Italian folk dance in Manhattan. That class was the 
beginning of my training with Alessandra in tarantella, the folk music and 
dance of southern Italy where my ancestors are from. Tarantella derives its 
name from the word tarantismo, a phenomenon where Southern Italian 
women would enter into a period of madness or depression after being bitten 
by spiders while working in the fields. Tarantismo could be lethal if left 
untreated. The only effective remedy was three to seven days of continuous, 
ecstatic dance. After that, the woman who had been bitten would reenact 
their cure every year on—you guessed it—June 29, the feast of Saint Paul. 

Important messages from the ancestors will find their way to you. And 
really important messages from the ancestors will find their way to you 
multiple times through different sources, reinforced by synchronicity. So 
don’t feel like you need to immediately turn your life upside-down when you 
receive a new message from your ancestors directly or through a medium. 


Discernment of Spirits 
When I have doubts about messages, I look to the work of St. Ignatius of 
Loyola for guidance. A Spanish Basque priest and theologian, St. Ignatius 
wrote some surprisingly good guidance for mediums on the discernment of 
spirits. According to him, good spirits promote the desire to connect with 
and help others, as well as a feeling of gratitude and trust in God. I like to 
reframe this as pronoia, the opposite state of mind to paranoia—where one 
has the sense of a grand conspiracy that exists to help, rather than harm. It is 
also used to describe a philosophy that the world is secretly set up to benefit 
people. If a mediumistic message leaves you with the feeling that you are 
loved, supported, and part of something bigger than yourself that benefits 


both you and others, St. Ignatius would consider this the work of a good 
spirit; for our purposes, ancestors are good spirits. 

Evil spirits, on the other hand, make us feel cut off from others. Such 
feelings, in St. Ignatius’s words, “move one toward lack of faith and leave 
one without hope and without love.” In modern psychology, we might refer to 
these feelings as depression or anxiety. But this is not to say that good spirits 
always make us feel “happy” and evil spirits always make us feel “sad.” 

According to St. Ignatius, the good spirit strengthens, encourages, 
consoles, removes obstacles, and gives peace to people who are trying to 
live their lives in a way that pleases God. The evil spirit tries to derail them 
by stirring up anxiety, false sadness, needless confusion, frustration, and 
other obstacles. But the behavior flip-flops for people who have closed 
themselves off from God’s grace. The good spirit disturbs these people: it 
comes in and tries to shake things up, to get them to snap out of it. On the 
other hand, the evil spirit wants such people to continue in their confusion 
and darkness, so it tries to keep them distracted. 

When reading St. Ignatius, we might reframe these two groups of people as 
those who are in alignment with their soul’s purpose versus those who have 
drifted away from their soul’s purpose. The soul’s purpose is not a specific 
outcome, like becoming a teacher or having a child, so much as an energy that 
we have incarnated to bring into this world. Depending on how devoted you 
are to living your soul’s purpose, you may find good spirits reassuring and 
evil spirits annoying, or you will find good spirits challenging and evil 
spirits seductive. 

As you evaluate the messages you receive through mediumship, ask 
yourself: how does this make you feel? Does it make you feel wrong in your 
body? Or is it painful—but it makes you feel excited to be alive? Does it 
erode or restore your faith in the world? And, perhaps most importantly: 
does it make you feel alienated, or moved toward connecting with your 
friends and family? 

After integration, the discernment of spirits is the most fundamental skill 
we can learn in order to get the most out of our communion with our 


ancestors. But some people, particularly professional mediums, diviners, or 
magical professionals, may wish to learn more advanced techniques for 
validating and adding concrete specificity to messages that they receive from 
their ancestors. These people may look to divination as a way to back up 
their mediumship. Some religious or magical traditions have specific 
divination tools used to clarify messages from the dead. 

For example, practitioners of Ocha (also called Lukumi and Santeria) may 
speak to their ancestors through obi divination. In Yorubaland, this is done 
using kola nuts. In Latin America and the Caribbean, it is done using four 
pieces of coconut. The coconut pieces are thrown and interpreted based on 
how many land facing up or down. The result is a binary yes-or-no response, 
with some qualifications about how much work must be done in order to 
achieve the desired result. When a bad omen is revealed in the result of a 
throw, the diviner must take immediate action to remedy to the situation. 


Playing Card Divination 

Those operating outside of a traditional context may adapt their favorite 
divination tool for use in conversing with their ancestors. For example, if you 
like to read playing cards, you can dedicate a new deck of cards specifically 
to communing with your ancestors. When you ask a yes-or-no question, draw 
three cards. Many readers take the red suits (hearts and diamonds) as a 
positive omen and the black suits (clubs and spades) as negative omens. This 
gives you the following possible readings: 


¢ Three red cards: A strong yes. The desired outcome is likely to be 
attained, and it will serve you well. 


¢ Two red cards, one black card: A weak yes. The desired outcome may 
be attained, but you should stay alert. You may wish to do additional work 
to attain it. 


¢ One red card, two black cards: A weak no. If the desired outcome is at 
all attainable, it will only be through significant course correction. Even if 
it is attained, it may not serve you well. 


¢ Three black cards: A strong no. You may wish to perform a cleansing in 
order to reset your energy field after receiving this response. 


It’s important to end a session with either a weak or strong yes. Continue 
asking questions about how you can improve your circumstance through 
prayer, offerings, or mundane action until the response is a yes. 

Of course, you can do this type of divination with any binary system 
beyond playing cards, such as flipping a coin. And if you’re an advanced 
playing card reader, you might add some color to the yes/no response by 
further interpreting the cards according to whatever system of meanings you 
assign to them. 

In any structured system of divination like this, the most important thing is 
phrasing the question correctly. Clearly, the answer to the question must be 
yes or no. In addition, the “yes” must be the positive answer, and the “no” 
must be the negative answer. For example, what happens if you ask a 
question like, “Will my boss fire me?” and you pull three black cards? The 
answer is no, which is probably what you were hoping for or you would 
have quit your job already. But the energy in the reading is overwhelmingly 
negative. Instead, you should phrase the question so that the desired answer 
is yes. For example, you could ask, “Will I keep my job?” 

It is possible sometimes to find yourself trapped in a series of negative 
readings. No matter what you ask, it seems like the answer is no, no, NO!, 
stretching probability beyond belief: In this case, there may be unseen forces 
at work, and it is best to consult a professional diviner about it. Sometimes 
the easiest way to short-circuit a no loop is to ask, “Should I consult a 
professional diviner about this?” 

You can also use this type of divination to determine if your ancestors 
desire specific offerings. For example, let’s say you have just started dating 
again after a long-term relationship ended and you dream about eating a big 


slice of red velvet cake. When you wake up, you ask your ancestors, “Would 
you like a slice of red velvet cake as an offering, in exchange for helping me 
attract good people to go out with?” You might interpret the answer using the 
following framework: 


¢ Three red cards: A strong yes. The offering is desired and there will be 
good communion between you and your ancestors once it is received. 


¢ Two red cards, one black card: A weak yes. The offering can be given, 
but other things will build better communion between you and your 
ancestors. 


¢ One red card, two black cards: A weak no. The offering should not be 
given. 


¢ Three black cards: A strong no. This offering definitely must not be 
given, and the idea to ask about it may have come from the wrong 
motivations. 


When asking about desired offerings, remember that you’re never forced to 
give your ancestors or other spirits what they want. But, 1f you ask about an 
offering and receive a strong yes, it may seem rude to ignore the request. So 
start by asking about things that are simple and cheap, and escalate gradually. 
Here’s roughly the template for escalation I use: 


1. Do you want some more of what I gave you already? (More incense, 
another candle,) 


2. Do you want something I haven’t given you, but which I already have 
nearby? (Food or liquor from the pantry) 


3. Do you want something cheap and easy to acquire? (Flowers from the 
shop across the road) 


4. Do you want something moderately expensive or harder to acquire? (A 
specific liquor I don’t have; a party thrown in your honor) 


5. Do you want something extra fancy? (A tool, a toy, a statue; a 
pilgrimage) 


This divination framework is simple and powerful, but there are some 
important caveats to keep in mind when using it. First, you must be very 
confident that you’re actually talking to your ancestors and not another spirit 
or random white noise. This confidence grows over time. Once you have 
kept an ancestor altar for some time, you'll notice that it has a certain energy 
around it. By energy, I simply mean your gestalt of the whole scene: how 
does your body feel, what genre of thoughts are going through your mind, and 
so on. Do you feel this same energy when doing divination with your 
ancestors, or does the energy shift? 

In order to establish a stronger bond between them, some diviners prefer 
to dedicate a specific deck of cards to their ancestors rather than using the 
same cards they use to play games or do other divinatory readings. You may 
cleanse these cards with incense and keep them with some kind of protective 
talisman on your ancestor altar. One cartomantic teacher I had instructed all 
of her students to cleanse a new deck with benzoin at the new moon and wrap 
it up along witha piece of black tourmaline in silk. 

The second caveat for this type of divination is: don’t ask dumb questions. 
Don’t ask questions that you already know the answer to. Don’t ask questions 
about inconsequential things. It’s okay if you’re agnostic or outright skeptical 
about divination, but that’s probably a sign you shouldn’t be doing it right 
now. And, if you do, don’t ask questions as tests. It will erode trust on both 
sides of the relationship. 

The third, and perhaps most important caveat for this type of divination 1s: 
don’t let divination run your life for you. Ultimately, you’re the ancestor who 
is alive right now, which means you have the responsibility and privilege to 
make decisions. Divination is a tool to help you make those decisions better. 

I know a diviner who refuses to ask questions that start with the word 
“should,” for example, “Should I quit my job?” or “Should I leave my 
boyfriend?” Often, when we ask a question that starts with “should,” what 


we’re really doing is looking for a way to abnegate responsibility for our 
actions. Phrasing questions in this way might seem to work in the short term, 
but it results in an unhealthy dependency on divination in the long term. Other 
times, by asking “should” we ultimately want to know: “How can I avoid 
pain?” But pain is an inevitable part of life. We must keep this in mind, 
particularly when we approach our ancestors. They no longer experience 
pain or pleasure. Thus, they are probably the least qualified source for 
advice on how to eliminate pain. 

With all this in mind, ask your ancestors questions that help you make 
decisions with greater confidence. If you want to know whether doing X will 
result in Y, ask them. Use divination when you’ re blocked, confused, or when 
you are partially perceiving something and need confirmation or more detail. 
Divination is medicine. 


Dream Divination 

Some people are natural dreamers. They dream more and remember more of 
their dreams. Other people don’t remember any of their dreams and may even 
believe they don’t dream at all. Regardless of where you fall on this 
spectrum, you will likely find that your dreams start to shift when you begin 
your ancestor veneration practice. Sometimes you'll receive a follow-up 
dream after you perform a ritual honoring your ancestors. You'll also notice 
more intense dreaming when your ancestors want to reach you. This 
relationship is a two-way street, after all! 

After receiving a particularly powerful dream, it can be helpful to do a 
small ritual to recognize it. For example, you might wear a piece of clothing 
you were wearing in the dream. Or, you might go to a place of power, such as 
a river or crossroads to give a prayer of thanksgiving for the dream. Of 
course, you can always just light a candle on your altar. 

If you would like to dream more, there are plenty of techniques for doing 
so. You may find that herbal teas such as dandelion, or tinctures such as 
California poppy, help stimulate your dreaming. And if you’d rather not 


ingest anything, one of the easiest ways to stimulate dreaming is simply to 
commit to journaling them. Keep a journal dedicated to dream records on 
your nightstand. If you can, set an extra alarm for a few hours before you 
usually wake up. Disturbing the sleep cycle often results in better dream 
recall. 

When adding an entry in your dream journal, note any relevant 
information: the calendar day, astrological conditions, (if applicable, where 
you are in your menstrual cycle) and so on. Don’t forget to go back and read 
your dream journal. You may start to notice patterns. In particular, certain 
ancestors may come to you during a specific lunar phase or when the moon is 
in a particular sign of the zodiac. You can also use your dream journal to do 
bibliomancy— that is, book divination. Simply say a prayer, ask a question, 
and flip to a random page. Interpret whatever line you read in light of that 
question. 

Sometimes, dreams sent by ancestors are nice and clear. Your grandmother 
appears and tells you not to take a job offer, so you politely decline and the 
company suffers massive layoffs a few weeks later. Other times, the message 
is bigger and must be conveyed through arcane symbolism. If that’s the case, 
how do you know what all these crazy symbols mean? 

Unfortunately, there is no set of universal dream symbols—that would 
make our lives too easy and too boring. Nevertheless, there are many books 
dedicated to interpreting dreams. If you would like to use a dream dictionary 
to boost your interpretation skills, I advise the following: first, choose one 
book and stick with it. Second, skim through the book even before you have a 
dream you need to interpret. Maybe leave it on your ancestor altar, and 
whenever you say your prayers there, read a few entries afterward. Doing so 
will help facilitate the communication between your ancestors, your 
body/unconscious mind, and your conscious mind. As for the two most 
popularized schools of dream analysis, dreamers who undergo Freudian 
psychoanalysis tend to have dreams that leverage Freudian symbols, while 
dreamers who undergo Jungian psychoanalysis tend to have dreams that 
leverage Jungian symbols. Funny how that works. 


Above all, you don’t need an external authority to tell you what your 
dreams mean. They’re your dreams, after all. I find that my dreams seem 
random and pointless as I’m writing them down upon waking but then make 
the most sense if I reread them right when I first sit down at my desk at work. 
Something about that particular moment when I am alert but not too far 
removed from the dream world helps facilitate intuitive connections between 
dream symbols and what’s going on in my waking life. 

In southern Italy and Sicily, where much of my own ancestral line comes 
from, specific questions may be brought to the ancestors or saints through 
ritual prayer. The response to these questions may be received through an 
omen or a dream. Here is an example from Naples, courtesy of scholar and 
teacher of the Neapolitan language Anna Scognamiglio: 


1. Make the Sign of the Cross three times. 


2. Recite the following three times: “Ogge é luna, dimane é marte, ‘a 
sciorta mia stanotte parte, parte e fa nu luongo cammino, vieneme 
nsuonno sciorta bella mia,” then ask your question. (Translation: “Today 
is Moon, tomorrow is Mars, my destiny tonight leaves, leaves and takes a 
long walk, come into my dream my beautiful destiny.’’) 


3. Recite three Hail Marys. 
4. Repeat steps 1—3 three times total. 
5. End with three Signs of the Cross. 


At midnight, go to your window or balcony and watch for a sign from the 
street. A dog barking is usually a good sign, while a cat meowing 1s usually a 
bad sign. People talking is a common omen, though their words require 
interpretation in light of the question. If no omens are observed, a dream will 
usually come that night. 


Journal Prompts 


1. If you know people who work with spirits or identify as mediums, how 
have their stories influenced your beliefs or practices? Are there any 
attitudes you adopted from them that you might want to let go of now that 
you have a rooted ancestor veneration practice? 


2. Have you ever received a message from your ancestors or spirit guides 
that changed your life? 


3. Are there any messages that you have received from your ancestors or 
spirit guides that you feel like you haven’t fully integrated into your life? 
Why do you feel that way? What’s one small step that you could take today 
to integrate that medicine? 


4. How do you practice spiritual discernment? How do you work through 
messages you receive from your unconscious? 


5. Do you practice any forms of divination? Do you ever feel as though 
divination is a channel for talking to your ancestors or spirit guides? If you 
haven’t felt this in the past, is 1t something you would like to explore? 


6. Do you pay attention to your dreams? If not, is this something you would 
like to explore? 
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HERBAL ALLIES FOR 
ANCESTOR VENERATION 


he ultimate source of all energy on this planet is the sun. That’s not a 
metaphor; it’s a physical truth with metaphysical implications. The plant 
kingdom is largely responsible for capturing this energy and making it 
available to the rest of the food chain through the process of photosynthesis. 
Animals acquire energy by eating plants, then are eaten by other animals. 

Plants are born in the darkness of the earth, which is the realm of the 
ancestors. But they reach up toward the heavens and call down the divine 
energy of the sun. They bind the realms together. So it’s no wonder that the 
axis mundi, which stretches from the underworld through the earth and up to 
the heavens, is often called the world tree. For this reason, we should always 
approach plants with respect. They are our elders in this world, and each one 
of them understands profound mysteries of nature, including the mysteries of 
death, rebirth, and our connection with the ancestors. In this chapter, I will 
introduce you to several plants that you may find helpful to your ancestor 
veneration practice. 

Books about plants and magic will often classify them according to broad 
categories of influence: this herb is good for love, that one is good for 
money. But what makes this money herb different from any other money herb? 
And how do some plants like orris root end up on lists for seemingly 


unrelated fields of influence—for example, being prescribed for finding love 
and also for improving divination? 

When we think about plants, we must understand them as complex 
personalities, just like the people in our lives. No one person is solely 
identified with one label; no father is just a father and nothing else. He might 
also be a lover, a musician, an accountant. And then, on one fateful night, he 
might save someone’s life—now he is all of those things and a hero! Plants 
are the same way; their qualities are rarely limited to one field of influence. 
And you may find that while a plant has the general capacity to operate in 
multiple fields of influence, which of those roles it is willing to play for you 
will vary depending on your personal relationship with it. You may even find 
that certain plants with whom you develop a particularly strong relationship 
are willing to do things for you that they won’t usually do for other people. 
Plants are spirits, just like ancestors are. They have their own motives. They 
bring their own desires to the relationship you develop with them. 

At the same time, the way that any two plants work within the same field 
of influence will be different. Two prosperity plants are not necessarily 
interchangeable when you’re doing work to draw in money. Fava beans and 
mint are both plants that fall under the broad heading of money magic, but 
they are used in very different situations relating to money. As we saw in the 
chapter on spiritual hygiene, the fava bean is a charm against famine. It is a 
hearty plant that can withstand harsh, cold climates and grow in soil that 
other crops would fail in. Its magical action is making sure that no matter 
what happens, you will always have enough to eat. That is a beautiful 
promise, one that can free the mind and spirit of someone who 1s dealing 
with food insecurity. But if someone needs to raise a lot of cash quickly from 
investors for their business to get off the ground, fava might not be 
particularly helpful. Mint, on the other hand, grows so fast that it must be kept 
in a pot or it will spread throughout an entire garden. And the word is 
synonymous in English with the place where money is created, a large sum of 
money, and with something that is being produced for the first time (“newly 
minted’’) or is otherwise in pristine condition from when it was produced 


(“mint condition’). Mint seems to know a lot about fast money and mass 
production, so it might be a more appropriate plant to work with when you’ re 
running a Kickstarter campaign to raise money for a product you want to 
bring to market. 


Mothers and Daughters 


As you have probably noticed, how a plant tends to grow, where it tends to 
grow, and what idiomatic expressions we’ve come up with relating to that 
plant over the years give us hints about the plant’s magical properties. But 
just because we know a plant species usually grows in a certain way, that 
doesn’t mean that every plant within the species will grow that way. Ross 
Heaven writes in Plant Spirit Shamanism that “in Peru, the mother spirit of a 
plant is the soul of its species. Each plant ... contains its own soul, but it is 


the combined energy or essence of these leaves that forms the mother.” '" We 
might extend this logic a bit and call each physical specimen of a species that 
we encounter a “daughter.” When we study plant species, either in books or 
from an herbalist, we are learning about the plant mothers. And sometimes 
we find daughters who look or behave very different from their mothers—but 
usually there is at least a little family resemblance. 

So while it’s important to know about plants, it’s also important to use 
your senses when you are harvesting them. You might correctly identify a 
plant with a strong reputation for healing in the wild, but if it’s suffering from 
an infection, it’s best to leave it be. In an interview with The Paris Review, 
historian and author David McCullough says that “Insight comes, more often 
than not, from looking at what’s been on the table all along, in front of 


everybody, rather than from discovering something new.” '' The same is true 
of much magic as well as working with plants. You need to be willing to 
really look at a plant. 

One summer evening, when all the weeds in Brooklyn were at their 
bushiest, I was walking down an empty street in an industrial neighborhood 


with a few friends. We all stopped dead when we came to one plant which 
had grown about as tall as a house, with leaves as broad as an elephant’s 
head. We recognized it but didn’t know its name. We had seen it around town 
before, but never taller than our waists. We immediately got an impression 
from this plant that it could be used to win a competition or otherwise 
dominate another person. 

We sent some pictures of the plant to a friend to identify it. It turned out to 
be a paulownia, also known as empress tree or princess tree. It is named for 
Anna Pavlovna of Russia, a queen consort of the Netherlands. In Japan, it is 
the emblem of the office of prime minister. It seems the mother of Paulownia 
is strongly associated with power, either as a monarch or an elected official, 
and this particular daughter had a story to tell about what it meant to wield 
such power: “Plant your roots where you want, not where someone else tells 
you it’s okay for you to be. Focus on growing big and strong. Then you will 
tower over your opponents.” Plants achieve domination by growing taller 
than the other plants in the area and capturing most of the sunlight; a shorter 
plant that also needs a lot of sunlight will die, but other plants who prefer 
being in a shady area will grow in its place. 

Herbalist Susun Weed recommends the following practice to people who 
wish to get to know a plant as a spiritual ally: find the living plant and spend 
some time with it. Observe it. Ask it questions. Then, write down what you 
have learned directly from the plant. The only way to fail this exercise is by 
writing down something you learned from a book and not from the plant 
itself. Otherwise, whatever impression you have received from the plant is 
completely valid. 


Plants in Ancestor 


Veneration and Magic 
In this chapter, we’ll review a few plants that may be useful for you to know 
as you deepen your ancestor veneration practice. These are some of the 


plants I work with most frequently in my own practice, so they reflect my 
own tastes and what is easily available to me. The majority of them have a 
particular reputation for one or more of the following specialties: 


¢ Cleansing people, items, or spaces of miasma 


¢ Improving mediumship sessions by increasing psychic sensitivity and 
clarity 


¢ Healing spirits of the living and the dead 


Most of the plants included in this section are easy to find. Many are also 
culinary herbs, so fresh sprigs can often be found at the grocery store, or 
potted plants can be purchased from a nursery or home improvement store. If 
you wish to work with dried leaves or flowers, I recommend finding a 
reputable source. If you prefer to wild harvest the plants you use in your 
magical and devotional practices, please make sure you know how to do so 
safely and ethically. It is often a good practice to visit a particular spot over 
the course of at least one solar cycle before taking any plant matter from 
there. Many people harvesting plants for spiritual purposes engage in rituals, 
such as electing an auspicious moment to harvest, asking whether the plant 
consents to having part of its body taken, and paying the plant with coins, 
tobacco, or a song. 

How you work with these plants will depend primarily on the nature of 
that plant. Some plants lose a lot of their potency when they are dried. Fresh 
jasmine, for example, smells heavenly and is strongly associated with 
psychic abilities. When dried, jasmine flowers don’t have much scent to 
them. Some herbs can be taken as tea, like dandelion; others, like 
motherwort, are usually considered too bitter to drink as tea and are more 
commonly made into alcohol-based tinctures. Conversely, some herbs like 
nettle lose much of their nutritional value when brewed into a tincture, so it 
is better to take them as a tea or a stronger infusion. We honor the plants in 
part by learning the way in which each one likes to impart its wisdom. 


Bay Laurel 
Laurus nobilis 
Also called bay or sweet bay, bay laurel was used to fashion wreaths in 
ancient Greece which symbolized high status. These wreaths were originally 
given as a prize for athletes at the Pythian Games, but their use as awards 
also spread to victorious generals, poets, and musicians. The symbolism of 
victory and triumph carried over into Roman culture and has even extended 
into the present day. “Laurel” is the source of the word “laureate” (someone 
who has received high honors for a creative or technical achievement), as 
well as the expression “to rest on one’s laurels.” 

In the ancient world, the bay laurel was particularly associated with the 
Greek sun god Apollo, who was said to rule over prophecy and trance. He 
presided over the Temple at Delphi, where his oracle (also called a pythia or 
sybil) would fall into trance and give prophecy. Some ancient sources claim 
this oracle would enter trance through the use of bay laurel, but it 1s unclear 
whether they were referring to the same plant that we know by this name 
today. 

Regardless, bay laurel remains a popular option for fumigations when 
working with the ancestors, especially during mediumship or divination. The 
leaves smolder, so it can be burned on its own. Alternatively, it can be 
crushed and burned along with frankincense, which shares its solar attributes. 

The dried leaves are also large and flat enough that short petitions can be 
written on them. They are especially good for general petitions related to 
developing your ability as a medium or diviner, or petitions that are 
addressed specifically to the ancestors. The Greek Magical Papyri include 
several spells that call for bay laurel, in particular PGM I. 262—347 which 
involves creating a protective charm by tracing certain magical characters 
onto a seven-leafed sprig of laurel and invoking Apollo. You can adapt this 
spell by placing seven bay laurel leaves with magical symbols or petitions in 
an oil lamp and burning it while you pray. 


Dandelion 
Taraxacum officinale 

The name dandelion comes from the French dent de lion, meaning “‘lion’s 
tooth,” perhaps an allusion to the leaves’ jagged edges. The lion is 
associated with Leo, the sign of the zodiac ruled by the sun. The Latin name 
is derived from the Greek words taraxos (disorder) and akos (remedy), 
which hints at the plant being a powerful curative. The strongest medicine is 
in the root, which serves as a tonic that is said to be especially good for the 
liver. However, every part of the plant is medicinal: the leaves can be eaten 
as a digestive bitter, and the blossoms can be brewed into wine. 

Dandelion makes a tea that can be drunk regularly several times a week in 
order to increase psychic sensitivity as a medium. This may be a more 
appetizing option than mugwort tea, which is often prescribed for the same 
goal but can be too bitter for some palates. 

Dandelion roots are thick enough to be made into talismans for spirits, 
including ancestral spirits, to use as a perch in this world. Like most roots, 
they are best harvested for magic or medicine in the fall, when plants’ energy 
returns back underground. Spend some time admiring any roots you harvest. 
Like any part of the world which is present but usually unseen, they have a 
dark glamour to them, especially at night. Pick a piece of root that speaks to 
you, and if you feel so moved, carve it. You can carve a word into it, a sigil, 
or even just a few lines. Try to find a design that works with the overall 
shape and character of the root. When you're satisfied, feed it with a bit of 
wine or liquor, then leave it ina warm, dry place so it will not rot. 

Because they are so widespread and easily identified, dandelions are an 
ideal plant to share with small children. Teach them to respect all plants 
rather than labeling some as “weeds” to be despised. Here’s a simple spell 
to share with a small child: close your eyes and hold in your heart a message 
for a loved who has passed to the realm of the ancestors. Then blow and let 
the fluffy seeds carry your message on with them until they land in the earth 
where the bones dwell. 


Frankincense 
Boswellia spp. 
Frankincense is a resin produced by trees in the Boswellia genus, especially 
Boswellia sacra, a tree that is happy to grow wherever it pleases, including 
out of solid rock. The bark of these trees is slashed, causing the resin to seep 
out and harden, forming what are known as tears. Something truly beautiful 
results from the hardship of these trees. 

Frankincense was one of the incenses burned by the ancient Hebrews in 
various sacrificial rites. The sweet-smelling smoke symbolized the divine 
name and was emblematic of prayer, and thus of man’s connection to God. In 
the New Testament, frankincense was one of the gifts given by the Magi to 
the infant Jesus along with myrrh and gold. This may be an allusion to Jesus’s 
eventual role as a sacrifice. It has remained to this day a core component of 
rituals performed by the Catholic church. 

Agrippa wrote that frankincense is ruled by the sun, and he included it in 
his recipe for a fumigation to be used in solar workings. And science seems 
to affirm this sunny disposition: In 2008, a team of researchers from Johns 
Hopkins University and the Hebrew University in Jerusalem found that 
incensole acetate, a chemical constituent in frankincense, lowered anxiety in 
mice. The implication of these findings is that frankincense may be an 
effective, natural antidepressant. 

You can burn frankincense as a regular offering to your ancestors, 
particularly if any of them come from the Mediterranean. You can also burn it 
specifically in times of hardship or when you need the ancestors’ help in 
battling anxiety or depression. To emphasize its solar qualities, you can do 
this immediately after sunrise on a Sunday. 


Lavender 
Lavandula spp. 


The word “lavender” comes from the Latin root /avare, meaning “to wash,” 
an allusion to the plant’s widespread use in washing clothes. Today, it is 
most popular as a scent for cosmetics, perfumes, and other personal care 
products. Many people find the scent relaxing, and some research affirms the 
folk medicinal belief that the essential oil can be useful for treating anxiety 
and sleep disorders. 

In traditional Neapolitan presepi (Nativity scenes)—which feature a cast 
of up to seventy-two characters, mostly drawn from Neapolitan folk culture 
rather than the Bible—the washerwoman figure symbolizes the purification 
of the souls in purgatory. The river she is usually found nearby recalls the 
famous rivers of Hades, including the Styx, the Acheron, and the Lethe. For 
this reason, I strongly associate lavender with the concept of refreshment and 
indulgences offered for the restless dead. 

Add a tea of lavender to the water when washing clothes. As you do so, 
you might pray to your ancestors to cleanse them of any influences that are 
making you anxious or depressed, especially the influence of ghosts. 

A small bag of dried lavender flowers can be placed under the pillow, or 
a few drops of lavender essential oil can be added to a bottle of distilled 
water and sprayed on bed linens to encourage sleep. Rosemary (dried or its 
essential oil) can be added as well, as it is commonly believed to protect 
against nightmares. 


Mint 
Mentha spp. 
Mint takes its name from the nymph Minthe, who in Greek mythology 
attempted to seduce Hades, god of the underworld. Persephone, Hades’ wife, 
intervened and transformed her into the mint plant. 

Mint may have been an ingredient in kykeon, a drink consumed at the 
culmination of the Eleusinian Mysteries, the initiatory rites into the cult of 
Demeter and Persephone. We don’t know exactly what the Mysteries 
consisted of, as its initiates kept them secret, but they seemed to have 


concerned the myth of Persephone’s abduction by Hades and descent into the 
underworld, her mother Demeter’s search for her, and her eventual ascent 
back into the land of the living. Some scholars have hypothesized that the 
kykeon had psychedelic or entheogenic effects on initiates. 

Mint was also used in Greek funerary rites, along with rosemary and other 
herbs. Dr. Alexander Cummins in his essay “The Three Purifiers” on the 
herbs used for aspersing in the Grimoirium Verum writes that spearmint, 
which has a Venusian, airy character, represents the Queen of the Underworld 
while peppermint, which is masculine and fiery, represents her King. 

Fresh mint can be placed on the altar or strewn on floors so its scent 
permeates a room when it is stepped on, a motif found in some of the 
accounts of the nymph Minthe’s transformation. It is appropriate to work with 
when praying to the ancestors about money matters, especially when those 
matters relate to obtaining money quickly or shoring up protection when 
money issues seem to be caused by spirits of the restless dead. 


Mugwort 
Artemisia vulgaris 

The Latin name Artemisia comes from Artemis, the Greek moon goddess 
who was associated with the wild. Her Roman counterpart, Diana, would 
become one of the goddesses most strongly associated with the witches’ 
sabbat and the Wild Hunt, a motif in European folklore in which a group of 
supernatural hunters (sometimes believed to be elves, faeries, or the dead) is 
seen chasing their prey. 

Mugwort is the first plant mentioned in the Nine Herbs Charm, an Old 
English charm recorded in the tenth-century Lacnunga manuscript: 


Remember, Mugwort, what you made known, 
What you arranged at the Great proclamation. 
You were called Una, the oldest of herbs, 
you have power against three and against thirty, 


you have power against poison and against infection, 
you have power against the loathsome 


foe roving through the land.” 


Its mention in a charm used against poisoning and infection reflects its 
widespread use throughout Europe as a protective magical plant. Maud 
Grieve writes in A Modern Herbal that 


[...] it was believed to preserve the wayfarer from fatigue, 
sunstroke, wild beasts and evil spirits generally: a crown made 
from its sprays was worn on St. John’s Eve to gain security from 
evil possession, and in Holland and Germany one of its names is 
St. John’s Plant, because of the belief that if gathered on St. 


John’s Eve it gave protection against diseases and misfortunes."” 


In traditional Chinese medicine, pulverized mugwort is used to create 
moxa (from the Japanese mogusa or mo kusa) used in a treatment called 
moxibustion. A small amount of specially prepared mugwort is burned on 
certain acupuncture points in order to revitalize the flow of blood and qi (life 
energy). 

In magic, mugwort is strongly associated with divination, mediumship, and 
dream magic. Mugwort tea is said to increase psychic ability, sometimes 
enough to induce an altered state of consciousness comparable to a mild 
psychedelic. If you are sensitive to its psychoactive effects, you might prefer 
to make a charm out of dried mugwort and sleep with it under your pillow 
instead of drinking the tea. Either way, you might wish to say a prayer or 
state your intention before doing so. For example: “It 1s my intention to 
receive from my ancestors an answer to this question in my dreams tonight.” 

Fresh mugwort can be bound into a bundle and dried in order to create a 
smudge stick for clearing out spaces of negative energy or ghosts. 


Rose 


Rosa spp. 

In folk magic, the rose is often dismissed as an ingredient in love spells and 
nothing more. In actuality, it is a complex and powerful spirit. ve heard the 
rose referred to as the “lotus of the West,” in that it is the plant with the 
highest spiritual vibration known to grow here. From what we can tell, roses 
have always had a strong association with goddess worship. The Greeks 
associated the rose with Aphrodite, the goddess of beauty. The Greek lyric 
poet Anacreon wrote that the seafoam that dripped from her body when she 
rose out of the ocean turned into white roses. According to myth, it was 
Aphrodite’s blood that would turn those same white roses red for the first 
time when she scratched herself on a rose bush while hurrying to save her 
dying lover, Adonis. 

The rose’s association with Aphrodite carried on to her Roman 
counterpart, Venus, who was given roses as part of a cleansing ritual 
dedicated to her on April 1 and at a wine festival celebrated in her honor on 
April 23. When Rome converted to Christianity, that association was 
transferred to the Virgin Mary. The Virgin Mary is referred to as the Rosa 
Mystica or Mystic Rose in the Litany of Loreto, most likely in reference to 
the verse “I am the rose of Sharon, and a lily of the valley” from the Song of 
Solomon (2:1). In 1941, the Virgin Mary appeared to a nurse named Pierina 
Gilli in Montichiari, Italy. This apparition is usually depicted with three 
roses on her chest, symbolizing prayer, penance, and expiation. 

The miraculous appearance of roses is a common motif in stories about the 
saints and Marian apparitions, including Saint Elizabeth of Hungary and Our 
Lady of Guadalupe. Devotees of Saint Therese of Lisieux often describe 
receiving roses from her, either in dreams or through strange circumstances 
in their waking lives as a sign of her intercession. During the 1990s, the 
Society for Psychical research ran a series of s¢éances known as the Scole 
Experiments that produced a number of strange phenomena, including rose 
petals appearing on camera during séances. (As Gordon White writes in The 
Chaos Protocols, the Scole Experiments were most likely so successful 


because séances were conducted two times a week over the course of years. 
Regular spirit contact “enables us to boost the fidelity of the signal ... This 
may well be the key to why incorporating the ancestors and the honoured 
dead has such a beneficial impact on the probabilistic outcomes of your life.” 


‘* And if that isn’t a good enough motivation to develop this practice, I don’t 
know what is.) 

Roses were also a component of ancestor veneration in ancient Rome. The 
Romans observed a holiday called Rosalia, also called rosatio (“rose- 
adornment’) or the dies rosationis (“day of rose-adornment’) in May or 
June. On this day, they would decorate their ancestors’ graves with roses or 
sometimes violets. 

There are more than three hundred species and 10,000 cultivars of roses. 
They come in a wide variety of colors that the Victorians assigned unique 
meanings to in their language of flowers: red for love, white for innocence, 
yellow for jealousy, pink for gratitude, orange for fiery passion. It was once 
common practice to hang a rose over a dining table in order to signal that 
anything discussed at that table had to be kept in confidence, the origin of the 
phrase sub rosa, which means “under the rose.” 

Fresh roses of course can be offered to your ancestors at your altar. Red 
roses or wine might be offered as a symbol for blood offerings, something 
that most Americans—being far removed from the industrial processing of 
the meat they consume—do not feel comfortable practicing. This is not a 
modern cop-out: Ovid describes it happening in ancient Rome as well. Some 
people believe roses can serve as a universal offering to the saints because 
any saint will gladly take them. Dried rosebuds are sold for making tea to be 
drunk, or to be used as a bath or added to a floor wash. 

It’s possible to find beads made entirely out of rose petals. If made froma 
fragrant rose cultivar, these beads smell beautiful. You can make them 
yourself by grinding dried rose petals with water, forming the resulting paste 
into balls, and piercing those balls with a needle before setting them to dry 
over the course of two to three days. Just make sure to shape the balls so they 


are a little larger than you want the finished product to be, because they will 
shrink a bit as they dry. A lovely ritual might be offering roses to your 
ancestors on days of power (such as their birth or death days, or any days 
dedicated to ancestor veneration in your culture), forming those into beads, 
and stringing them into a rosary, mala, or any other strand of prayer beads 
that resonates with your spiritual practice. 

Rose water makes an excellent addition to an ancestor veneration practice. 
It can be sprayed on the altar to help build the spiritual vibration. It can be 
sprayed on your body during mediumship sessions to refresh and strengthen 
you. Natural perfumes scented with rose can also be worn during these 
sessions or when praying or performing divination. After frankincense, rose 
incense is my favorite to burn in offering or during divination. The essential 
oil, however, can be prohibitively expensive, and with good reason: a single 
drop contains the essence of sixty roses! I don’t recommend buying the oil 
unless you have a plan for how to use every drop. 


Rue 


Ruta graveolens 
In English, the name of the plant sounds like the verb meaning “‘to regret,” but 
the two actually come from different etymological sources: the plant from its 
Latin name ruta, and the verb from the Old English hréow, meaning 
“repentance.” 

At one time, holy water was sprinkled from brushes made of rue in 
preparation for the Sunday celebration of High Mass. For this reason, it is 
sometimes called “herb of grace.” 

Rue is known as a protective herb. Judges used to keep sprigs of rue at 
their benches in order to ward off the diseases and infections being 
transported into the courtroom by prisoners coming in from jail. It is one of 
the most common ingredients given in folk recipes for Four Thieves’ Vinegar, 
which was traditionally recommended as a health tonic but can also be used 
to protect against magical attack or to cause disputes between enemies. 


Rue is frequently associated with protection from and cure of the evil eye. 
A famous Italian charm against the evil eye known as the cimaruta is shaped 
like a sprig of rue with various symbols growing out of it, including hearts, 
crescent moons, and keys. Conversely, rue is also associated with sight, both 
physical eyesight and so-called “second sight.” In Milton’s Paradise Lost, 
Saint Michael uses rue to give Adam clear sight: “Michael from Adam’s eyes 
the film removed, / Which that false fruit had promised clear sight / Had 
bred; then purged with euphrasy and rue / The visual nerve, for he had much 
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to see .. 

You might want to use a sprig of fresh rue to sprinkle holy water around 
your home and ancestor altar, regardless of whether it comes from a church 
or you blessed it yourself. You can grab a bundle of it and use it to brush your 
aura while praying to your ancestors to remove the evil eye or other bad 
conditions. Once you’re done, break the stems and throw them out. Keeping 
rue ina pot can also help protect the home from this type of negativity. 


Rosemary 
Rosmarinus officinalis 
The name rosemary may seem like a portmanteau of “Rose” and “Mary,” but 
it is actually derived from the Latin words for “dew” (ros) and “sea’ 
(marinus), giving us “dew of the sea,” perhaps a reference to the plant’s 
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tendency to grow by the seashore. It is also associated with the Virgin Mary 
in folklore. It is said that during the flight into Egypt, Mary stopped to rest for 
a moment and spread her cloak on a rosemary bush to dry, upon which its 
white flowers miraculously turned blue. 

For the ancients, rosemary was associated with a variety of important 
days: weddings, funerals, and festivals. During these times, it was seen as a 
symbol of fidelity and remembrance. It was also burned as an incense in 
religious ceremonies and magic spells. 


Rosemary has a particular affinity for women and the female ancestors. It 
is said that the woman will rule in a house where rosemary is grown. 

Miss Rohde, quoting Banckes’ Herbal, gives several uses of rosemary, 
that range from the medicinal to the magical, including the following: 


¢ Bind the powdered flowers to your right arm with a linen cloth to be 
“light and merrie” [sic] 


* Boil the leaves in white wine, let it cool, and wash your face and brow 
with the resulting liquid for beauty 


¢ Put the leaves under your bed for protection from nightmares 
* Boil the leaves in clean water, let it cool, and wash your body with the 


resulting liquid to grow strong '° 


To incorporate rosemary into your ancestor veneration practice, wear a 
wreath of it on your head or tuck a sprig of it behind your ear to help 
remember your ancestors. Invite the presence of your ancestors at wedding or 
handfasting rituals by including some rosemary in the bouquets, boutonniéres, 
and table settings. It is a common ingredient in spiritual baths and floor 
washes, especially those used for women’s issues, matters of the home, or 
those calling specifically on the help of female ancestors or the distaff line. 


Journal Prompts 
1. How do plants fit into your spiritual cosmology? How do they relate to 
your understanding of the ancestors and the spirit world or underworld? If 
you ’ve never thought about this before, now is an excellent time to start. 


2. Do you work with plants in any of the following ways: growing them, 
cooking with them, making teas out of them, adding them to baths, making 
tinctures out of them, making charms out of them? If so, how do you feel 
you could incorporate your ancestor veneration practice into this work? 
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CALLING ON 
ANCESTRAL POWER 


n this chapter, we’ll be delving into a topic that will be exciting for some 
and controversial among others: ancestral magic. If you’re not used to talking 
about magic, it can feel strange or even a bit goofy to read about it for the 
first time. Most churches tell us that magic is supernatural and the people 
who practice it are evil. Meanwhile, secular society tells us that magic isn’t 
real and the people who believe in it are foolish. And yet, magic has a 
timeless appeal. We have records of magic being practiced as far back as 
records go. As Gordon White explains in Star.Ships, the first structures we 
built as a species weren’t houses: they were temples where our hunter- 
gatherer ancestors very likely went to take drugs, talk to spirits, and do 
magic. So regardless of what the living may have told you about magic, rest 
assured that your ancestors did it, and they will help you do it too. 

The famous English occultist Aleister Crowley defined magic—which he 
spelled “magick” in order to differentiate it from card tricks—as “the 


Science and Art of causing Change to occur in conformity with Will.” '’ That 
definition has stuck in the decades since he himself became an ancestor. It 
was the first definition that I read when I was an awkward teenager hanging 
out in the metaphysical section of my local bookstore. I think the appeal is 
how broad the statement is: there are as many ways to do magic as there are 
people practicing magic. Some require lots of reading or training with an 


adept, while others are more DIY. Some rely primarily on visualization, 
while others leverage physical materials. And, of course, the mundane tasks 
that support our goal are their own type of magic. 

Personally, I like to think of magic as prayer in 3D. When we do magic, 
we’re not just saying “God (or gods, or ancestors, or whoever), please make 
my life better.” We’re picking a particular outcome (for example, “getting my 
dream job so I will be happy while ’'m working and have more money to 
enjoy my time off’) and reinforcing it by picking actions that correspond with 
a desired outcome. 

You probably already know what the mundane actions are that correspond 
with that outcome. In our dream job example, these might include updating 
your résumé, finding someone in your network who can refer you to the hiring 
manager, and preparing for your interview by doing some research about the 
company and practicing your answers to a few common interview questions 
beforehand. Studying magic, including the spells given in the next chapter, 
will give you an idea of what other actions resonate with your desired 
outcome. 


The Morality of Magic 

Over the years, I’ve noticed that even people who claim to do magic 
regularly have some very funny ideas about how it works. It’s a lot like 
mediumship in that regard. I’ve heard people insist that you can’t do magic 
for personal gain, an idea that I think originated as a plot device on the TV 
show Charmed. (If that were the case, I doubt that magic would be so 
popular across so many cultures throughout history.) More frequently, I hear 
people saying that magic must “harm none.” Harming none sounds simple but 
is much more difficult to do in practice. 

We are constantly doing harm to others. Returning to our earlier dream job 
example: a spell to get that job is a/so a spell that no one else get the job. 
Any other candidates applying for it may want or need that job more than you 
do. Whether you like it or not, whether you mean to or not, you are harming 


others all the time. And yet, the world does not collapse in on itself in a fit of 
despair. Whoever doesn’t get the job keeps applying for other opportunities, 
and maybe one of those other opportunities will actually be better for them in 
the long run. Maybe the hours will suit their schedule better. Maybe they’ ll 
meet their future spouse there. Their life will not be derailed because you did 
magic to get a job. 

When we sit with this thought, about how it’s impossible to truly “harm 
none” for a moment, we realize the truth of these ideas about magic. They’re 
not really rooted in moral philosophy or concern for others. They come from 
a very specific wound: the wound that tells us we can’t have what we want 
because we don’t deserve it. 

Most if not all of us carry this wound. It can come from different places. 
Some of us acquired it from organized religion. Others acquired it from our 
parents or from cruel peers. In case no one else has told you recently, let me 
assure you: you can have what you want. You can have good things, you can 
be loved, you can eat a second slice of birthday cake. And when you truly 
realize that you can have what you want, whatever that is, it will lose 
whatever obsessive hold it might have over you. You become liberated from 
the cycle of desire and denial. 

To those who are still concerned about the morality of doing magic for 
personal gain, potentially at the expense of harming others, I would say that 
magic which calls upon the ancestors includes an inherent moral meditation. 
After all, we are going before our ancestors—our eldest elders—and stating 
our desires. You have to be firm in your convictions to make a request in 
front of an audience like that. Whatever it is you’re asking for, it must be 
important enough that it warrants their attention. You must feel that your 
request is justified, especially if you are asking them to defend you from 
someone, bind them, or undo whatever work they have done against you. And 
of course, you can’t just go to your elders asking them to fix the same 
problem over and over again ... especially if it’s a problem of your own 
making. 


Why Do Some Spells Succeed but Others Fail? 


Magic works. I’ve seen magic produce outcomes that were so unexpected 
and wonderful that I would almost call them miracles. And yet, magic 
doesn’t work every time. Even people who are quite adept at magic face 
challenges and experience failure. Learning how to do magic doesn’t shield 
us from all disappointment. 

I once took a course with a famous herbalist. People traveled from all 
over the world to be treated by her. But she taught us something that might 
shock you: a third of the remedies she prescribed failed. Another third of the 
remedies she prescribed made only a small improvement to the patient’s 
condition. And the final third produced extraordinary improvements in the 
patient’s well-being. As a healer, she explained, you need to get over your 
fear of failure. Sometimes the first remedy you prescribe isn’t the right one. 
But that’s exactly when you need to try another rather than decide it’s 
hopeless and give up. 

Successful magic doesn’t require the most arcane techniques, the most 
expensive ingredients, or the most complicated rituals. Often it comes down 
to clarity. To date, one of the most successful life-changing spells I ever 
worked was also the most basic. What made the difference was the clarity of 
my intention. I had been unlucky in love for as long as I could remember. I 
had very few serious relationships, and they had all ended badly. I was 
afraid that I would never find love. What if I was too weird, too witchy, too 
whatever for someone to love me? I was also very young, so that same lack 
of experience meant that I didn’t really know what worked for me (or not) in 
a partner. I would go out on dates with people who didn’t interest me 
because I didn’t realize what it felt like to be interested in someone. I just 
knew I didn’t want to be alone. 

One day, I sat down and meditated on what I really wanted in a partner. I 
had spent so long fishing around on dating websites that I never gave myself 
the chance to stop and feel what my soul really needed. But there it was, 
clear as day, a list of the three things I needed—and let me tell you, they 


really shocked me! I ripped a page out of a book of love poetry I found on the 
street, wrote down those three things, and burned a candle on that petition. I 
knew a ton of fancy love spells; I had books full of them on my shelf for 
reference. But in that moment, I didn’t want fancy—I wanted honest. 

Weeks later, I found myself at a party in England. I had never been to 
England before, but something had summoned me there. I was a nervous 
wreck. I kept wondering, “What am I doing here? Why did I spend all that 
money to come here? I don’t know anyone here, I don’t belong here. What if 
this is all a mistake?” That night, I met one of the greatest loves of my life. 
He was the first man I ever dated who met all three of the criteria I asked for 
in my petition. 

Knowing what you truly want is hard. But asking for it can be even harder. 
Kasia Urbaniak is a former dominatrix who now uses that experience to 
coach women on how to handle power exchanges in their personal and 
professional lives. She says that over the years, she’s noticed many people, 
particularly women, avoid asking for what they want. Even when we know 
what we want, we’ll compromise internally before we ask for it. So instead 
of asking for what we really want, we ask for what we think we deserve. As 
a result, even when we get exactly what we asked for—the salary we’re 
negotiating for, or the deal we’re trying to make with a romantic partner—we 
still feel disappointed, because it wasn’t what we really wanted. 

Close your eyes and take a breath right now. What do you really want? 

Often, the internal voice that forces us to compromise before we ask for 
what we want is a symptom of ancestral trauma. Someone in our ancestral 
line experienced pain, loss, or prejudice and developed a coping mechanism 
that may have helped them survive but is now limiting their descendants’ 
ability to thrive. Sometimes we knew this person in life, and they could even 
be alive right now. Other times, it’s someone we never knew whose name 
may even be lost to living memory. 

As a young Italian-American, I grew up during a time when prejudice 
against my ethnic group was in decline. However, my grandparents and 
great-grandparents didn’t have that luxury. Both my grandfathers told me 


stories about what it was like being immigrants from Italy. They and my 
great-grandparents suffered intense discrimination, especially when it came 
to employment. I received a lot of career advice to the effect of keep your 
head down, don’t make waves, and whatever you do, don’t complain. That’s 
not necessarily bad advice, but it also wasn’t the right advice for me. I work 
in the technology industry, in a role where making waves 1s a part of the job 
description and you don’t get what you don’t negotiate for. In my case, I 
didn’t get a long overdue promotion because I didn’t want to tell my boss I 
deserved it. Instead, I thought I had to suck it up and pretend to be happy. The 
result was that my boss could tell I was upset and was now offended that I 
wouldn’t tell her why. My ancestors’ trauma around unemployment and the 
coping strategy I inherited from them was about to get me fired! 

I spent a day in prayer in front of my ancestor altar. I opened up my heart 
and told them that I wanted to face my ancestral fear of making myself 
vulnerable at work and asking for what I deserved. It was an emotionally 
intense day; I threw up at one point. But after it was over, I felt peaceful. That 
week, I did magic to support my campaign to get a promotion ... and I got it 
just a few hours later. I had never seen a spell manifest so quickly. 

Close your eyes and take a breath right now. Who told you that you 
couldn’t have what you really want? 

Sometimes the real magic is in the preparation you do so you can receive 
the blessings that are coming your way. This can mean healing ancestral 
trauma. It can also mean proving that you’re ready for new responsibilities. 
The things we do magic for—new jobs, new relationships, more money—are 
often things that require more skills, experience, and work to manage. So get 
ready. 


Performing Ancestral Magic 
As far as I know, “ancestral magic” isn’t an official category or tradition. Yet 
magic can be done by calling upon the power of the ancestors. Some people 
like to call upon Pagan gods and goddesses when they are doing magic. 


Hoodoo rootworkers and other American folk magicians will often call upon 
the power of the Christian God. When I do magic, I prefer to call upon the 
power of my blood ancestors, the saints I am devoted to, and my spirit 
guides. In the next chapter, I will show you examples of how you can call 
upon the power of your own ancestral helping spirits to create positive 
changes in your life. 

Often, the heart of ancestral magic consists of petitioning your ancestors 
formally for a desired outcome and making offerings to them before and after 
that petition is granted, according to the principles you learned in chapter 4. 
As such, you'll notice that most of this magic takes place in your home, 
before your ancestor altar. (Depending on where your ancestors are interred, 
you may also wish to perform some of these rites in that location; I leave that 
up to your discretion.) You'll also want to incorporate words and symbols 
that they understand as much as possible. These can be drawn from your 
cultural heritage, your family’s traditions, and your unique personal 
relationship with your ancestors. 

Another form of ancestral magic doesn’t necessarily require you to 
petition your ancestors directly, but rather to let them teach you how to 
perform the working that will accomplish your goal. You might not think of 
your family as magical, especially if you’ve heard other people bragging 
about the secret witchcraft tradition their grandmothers allegedly initiated 
them into. (Those claims rarely turn out to be true, by the way.) But think of it 
this way: you have two parents, four grandparents, eight great-grandparents 
—it adds up quick. Go back ten generations, and you have 2,048 ancestors 
just in your direct blood lineage. Go back eleven generations, and that 
number climbs to 4,096! Some of those people were magical specialists in 
life, and their instruction in the art is now available to you. 

The advice they provide concerning how to perform magic may look 
familiar if you have studied the folk magic that is a part of your cultural 
heritage. But it’s just as likely to surprise you as it is to reflect what you 
already know. A good friend of mine comes from an Italian family that has 
preserved their traditional knowledge of mediumship and dream contact with 


the ancestors. Her grandmother in particular is a powerful medium who often 
speaks with deceased relatives in her dreams. When my friend was a young 
girl, her grandmother was warned by an ancestor that the family had been 
cursed. Independent dreams from her mother, aunts, and close female friends 
of the family confirmed that the curse was real. The dreams revealed how it 
could be lifted: the family had to find every doll resembling a clown in the 
grandmother’s extensive collection, suffocate them in black trash bags, and 
then throw them out—certainly not a traditional ritual! But her ancestors 
revealed that they could only begin healing using more traditional methods of 
prayer after all of the clowns had been dealt with. By following the 
instructions that the ancestors gave in their dreams, the family was able to lift 
the curse that had afflicted them. 

Some of the spells here mention Catholic saints, but that doesn’t mean you 
need to be Catholic to do those spells. The cult of the saints is, in my 
opinion, a separate spiritual current that is intertwined with Catholicism as 
most people know it. Ultimately, it is a necromantic tradition. We observe 
that the spiritual entity we know as a particular saint after death is not 
necessarily the same as the human they were in life. We see historical 
evidence of saints being fused together or a single historical person 
becoming known to us as multiple separate saints. And of course, not all of 
those relics come from the same body! Is your Saint Martha the same as my 
Saint Martha? Is the Saint Rocco venerated in Italy the same as the Saint 
Rocco celebrated by Italian-Americans in New York? These questions can 
be very hard to answer. 

At the same time, I’ve observed that the boundary between a saint and the 
ancestral line can be blurry. What’s the difference between Saint Joseph and 
all the Josephs in your family who were named after him? What about all the 
forefathers that he was a patron of? For this reason, I believe we can call 
upon the saints as themselves, or as masks for strong, healthy ancestors from 
our own ancestral lines. You'll notice some of the spells I share make this 
explicit, encouraging you to (for example) call upon Saint Michael or your 
watrior ancestors. You can address the spell solely to Saint Michael, or you 


can play up the imagery of Saint Michael while calling exclusively on your 
ancestors. Or you can do away with the Catholic imagery entirely, and 
instead replace it with a different warrior image or a photo of an ancestor 
who was a high-ranking military officer known for his bravery. All of these 
options work. 

You'll also notice that many of the spells P’ve included call for an element 
of timing. Of course, magic is best done when you need it and you're fired up 
enough to do it right. But performing your rites according to nature’s rhythm 
rather than the artificial days and hours that capitalism uses to extract value 
from the working classes adds another layer of depth to your magic. In 
addition to making magic more effective, electing to act at auspicious times 
allows us to surrender to something far greater than us, the natural order of 
things, at the same time we are exerting our personal influence over those 
things. This is a meditation worth returning to if you perform magic regularly. 

The final component I believe to be vital to ancestral magic is the active 
participation of the body. Instructions for casting spells often neglect the 
body, something I believe to be a stylistic choice made to simplify the 
instructions (and thus waste less ink and paper). In reality, good spellwork 
should serve as a feast for the senses. I hope the choreography I share feels 
less like a to-do list and more like a sumptuous, multiple-course meal. 
There’s no need to rush through each step. Take time to stop and smell the 
roses. (And yes, there will be literal roses on occasion!) 

The spells included here reflect my personal practice, which is informed 
by traditions but not the traditional per se. The ingredients listed are mostly 
local and easily accessible to me. The instructions reflect things that feel 
good for my body, mind, and spirit. These things may be less appropriate for 
you, and that’s okay. 

Spells are like recipes. Some spells are more like baking. If you don’t 
follow the recipe closely, the necessary alchemical reactions won’t occur, 
and instead of a cake you might end up with a pan full of hot slop. Other 
spells are like cooking. The recipes can easily be adapted on the fly without 
much risk. Still other spells are like metallurgy: if you don’t follow the 


instructions exactly, you might blow yourself up in the process. I assure you: 
all the spells I have included are closer to cooking than to baking or 
metallurgy. Feel free to adapt, substitute, or improvise. 


Journal Prompts 
1. What beliefs do you hold about magic? Where did those come from: 
your family, your culture of origin, books, your spiritual tradition? Which 
of those beliefs do you feel you are ready to let go of or revise now that 
you have a rooted ancestor veneration practice? 


2. Have you practiced magic in the past? If so: 


a. Were there any spells you did that were particularly effective? Why 
do you think they were so effective? 


b. Were there any spells you did that didn’t work at all? Why do you 
think they didn’t work? 


c. Were there any spells you did that surprised you in the results they 
produced? How did you feel about these results? 


3. Do you practice magic now? If you practiced magic in the past but 
stopped, why did you stop? If you have never practiced magic but always 
wanted to, what is blocking you? 
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CHAPTER 


1] 


A SELECTION 
OF SPELLS 


|. this chapter, you'll find spells. Like chocolates in a box, each one has 
its own unique and flavorful filling. Some are full of simple ingredients, 
others rely more on visualization or bodywork, and still others will look 
more like practical advice than magic until you apply them and see the results 
yourself. 

Successful spells require so much more than just following directions. 
Successful spells are the ones cast in the moment where three worlds align 
perfectly: the material world, the spirit world, and your inner world. If you 
have been adapting the practices described in this book to honor your own 
ancestors, then those perfect moments will start to come more and more 
frequently. Savor them. 


A Spell against Nightmares 
Get a Bible. If it’s a family Bible, even better. Go to your ancestor altar and 
read Psalm 91. Afterward, tell your ancestors that you or someone else in 
your household is suffering from nightmares. If you suspect there is a source 
of the nightmares, you may share this information as well. Pray that your 
ancestors will defend their sleeping body and wandering spirit, leading them 
to tranquil fields during their nightly journey into the spirit world. Place the 


Bible under their bed with a pair of open scissors in it on the page containing 
Psalm 91. 


A Spell for Desperate Times 

Clear all offerings from your altar and refresh any glasses of water. Turn 
everything on the altar upside down except for vessels containing liquid. Tell 
your ancestors about the imminent threat. Make it clear how that threat affects 
them, too. If you are facing eviction, tell them they will have no home. If you 
can’t afford to buy food, tell them they will starve as well. Remind them 
about this every day but no more than twice a day (once at sunrise, once at 
sunset) until the threat has passed. At that point, set everything right and make 
a large offering such as a whole cake. 


A Spell for Good Luck 


Host a party on New Years Eve. Invite only the people you want to see more 
often in the coming year. Before they arrive, refresh your ancestor altar. If 
there are any disposable offerings on it, dispose of them. If there are any 
glasses of water on it, wash them and change the water. 

Once everyone has arrived, go around in a circle and ask everyone to 
share one thing that happened in the last year for which they are grateful. You 
can do this formally in front of the altar if your guests are interested in that 
sort of thing. You can even set up a temporary shared altar and invite them to 
bring something that represents their own ancestral lines. Otherwise, this can 
be done casually with the altar out of sight if you would prefer to be more 
discreet. 

As the evening progresses, pass around a few coins (pennies are fine; 
three or nine of them is best). Make sure everyone present touches them. 
Ideally, you want them to flip the coins around a bit, perhaps by shaking 
them. But you'll find that everyone has their own way of handling them. 


Shortly before midnight, excuse yourself: Either bring the coins to a 
crossroads, or throw them out into the street as far as you can. As you return 
home, do not look back. 

During the countdown to midnight, visualize what you would like to bring 
into your life with the new year. At midnight, kiss as usual. 


A Spell for Lovers Who Are Moving In Together 


Perform this spell on a date that 1s significant to you both. It might be your 
first might together in your new home, the first new moon after you move in 
together, the one-month anniversary of your moving in together, or the 
anniversary of some other milestone in your relationship. 

Prepare a special meal together. Contribute equally in all ways to the 
preparation of this meal—in terms of money, time, and labor according to 
your definition of “equally.” The action that allows the spell to work is the 
mutual agreement on what “contribute equally” means. 


A Spell for New Opportunities 

Get two keys. I like vintage skeleton keys myself; which can be found for 
cheap in thrift stores. Sit in front of your altar. Hold one of the keys in your 
hand and imagine yourself walking to a crossroads. Take the other key in 
your other hand and cross it over the first while you imagine another person 
arriving at the same crossroads. They carry something. Is 1t something that 
interests you? If not, uncross the keys and abandon the exercise for now. You 
can return to it again the next night if you would like. If yes, ask the price. If 
you can afford it, bind the keys in red thread. Otherwise, abandon the 
exercise for tonight. Accept nothing for free. Pay the agreed-upon price when 
a new opportunity comes into your waking life. Do not break the deal. 


A Spell for Orientation 


Whenever you are feeling lost, confused, or aimless, try this quick spell. 
Take three deep breaths in through the nose and out through the mouth. After 
the third deep breath, gently close your eyes while allowing your breathing to 
return to normal. 

Without lifting your shoulders, bow your head forward. Enjoy the stretch 
in the back of your neck. Think of your descendants: perhaps biological 
children, or the people who will inherit your art or join whatever groups you 
are a part of after you’re gone. Remember that you don’t get to take any of it 
with you, and everything that you do in this life is ultimately for them. Make 
sure you’re still breathing. Bring your head back up to center. 

Now gently rest your head back. Let your mouth come open. Slide your 
jaw forward and back; yes, this will look ridiculous, but it will feel good. 
Think of your ancestors. You might imagine them standing behind you, 
cradling your head in their hands, or residing at the back of your neck in the 
place where your little hairs stand up when you sense danger. Make sure 
yow’re still breathing. Bring your head back up to center. 

Let your head fall to the right. Make sure your left shoulder doesn’t pop 
up. If it does, coax it back down. If you are considering a particular course of 
action, imagine yourself taking that action. How does it feel in your body? 
Bring your head back up to center. 

Let your head fall to the left. Make sure your right shoulder doesn’t pop 
up. If it does, coax it back down. If you are considering an alternative to that 
action, imagine yourself doing the alternative. How does it feel in your body? 
Bring your head back up to center. 

Gently and slowly bow your head forward, then roll it around in a circle 
three times. After the third circle is complete, roll it around in the opposite 
direction. Bring your head back up to center. 

Open your eyes. 


A Spell for Safe Travel 


Okay, you got me: these are actually two spells for safe travel. You can use 
one or both according to your discretion, intuition, or divination. 

The first 1s a general spell that can be used by anyone. Grind together 
equal parts frankincense, myrrh, and copal, ideally while the moon is in 
Sagittarius. This combination of resins smells amazing and symbolizes the 
three kings who come to visit the baby Jesus. We call them “kings” in 
English, but in the Bible itself they are actually called magi, a word that 
implies they were sorcerers of some sort. The three magi are often invoked 
in spells for safe travel or to protect religious pilgrims. Whenever you are 
preparing for the upcoming trip—looking at flight prices, planning your 
itinerary, packing your bags—burn this incense blend on a piece of charcoal. 
As the smoke rises, pray to the three kings or any of your ancestors who were 
pilgrims, nomads, and immigrants to protect you on the road. You can pass 
small objects like your passport, tickets, and maps through the smoke to bless 
them. 

The second spell is a bit more specific to people who are dealing with a 
pattern of travel-related issues caused by ancestors who lost their lives on 
the road or who died in exile. Light a white candle and put out a glass of 
water for these ancestors while the moon is in Sagittarius. Pray that their 
travel to the next world goes easier than their travels within this world did. If 
these issues continue, you might want to try the elevation ritual found in the 
chapter on ancestral trauma. 


A Spell for Self-Love 
I'll be honest: There is no such thing. And frankly, no such thing needs be. I 
see dozens of spiritual products—baths, crystals, candles, whatever—selling 
the promise of self-love. But you don’t need to buy something to love 
yourself. I hear tarot readers, particularly young tarot readers, advising their 
clients to love themselves. But you don’t need someone else to tell you to do 
that, or how. In fact, I would hazard a guess that hearing someone else tell 


you to love yourself or seeking an external solution for how to love yourself, 
will only make the task seem harder than it really is. 

You are the product of generations of love. Your ancestors did not 
necessarily love each other when they conceived their children. But they 
loved being here in this world enough to stick around for a while, have sex, 
give birth, nurse babies, and raise children. They decided it was worth 
bringing someone new here. Or maybe more accurately, to bring someone old 
back here. 

Fall in love with the world around you, and you will fall in love with 
yourself too. Love being here, and everything else will fall into place. 
Nothing and no one 1s forcing you to be here. You choose it every day. 

I have a quote taped to my mirror: 

“Love doesn’t just sit there, like a stone, it has to be made, like bread; 
remade all the time, made new.” (Ursula K. Le Guin) 

Do whatever you would /ove to do right now. Light a candle or burn some 
sage. Take a bath in fresh rose petals or a strong tea of lemon balm, or 
whatever other herbs you would like to stew in right now. Don’t worry about 
whether they are associated with this or that magical property unless you 
love that sort of thing. (And some of us do!) The spell is simply to feel what 
you would love to do right now in your body and to do that. 


A Spell for a Woman to Rule in the Home 

On a Tuesday, strew fresh rosemary and tarragon on your floors. Pray to your 
female ancestors for strength. If you prefer, you can make a petition directly 
to Saint Martha, who is associated with both domestic duties and female 
domination. Stomp on the herbs. As you do so, imagine frustrating situations 
or pet peeves. Stomp all over those herbs and sweep them up. Repeat every 
Tuesday for as long as necessary. When you begin to see improvement, offer 
your female ancestors homemade jam or preserves in gratitude. 


A Spell to Find a Worthy Mate 


Obtain two candles, one shaped like a man and one shaped like a woman. 
These are often called “Adam and Eve” figural candles, and they can be 
found online or in botanicas. On a Friday at dawn, baptize them in the names 
of the first man and the first woman by whatever names you know them: 
Adam and Eve, Ask and Embla, Altsé hastiin and Altsé asdzaa, or simply 
All-Mother and All-Father. To do this, sprinkle them with holy water or 
spring water and say: “I baptize you as NAME, who is my 
MOTHER/FATHER.” 

These candles represent your earliest ancestors, not yourself and your 
potential mate, which is why I suggest finding the “Adam and Eve”’ pair. 
However, you can adapt this ritual to fit your cosmology, gender, and sexual 
orientation. For example, you could use two Eve candles to represent the 
first lesbian couple or two androgynous candles if you wish to leave gender 
out of the scene entirely. This is a spell for love, so you only want to use 
materials you love. 

Light the candles. The spirits of your earliest ancestors are with you now. 
Make offerings to them of fresh roses and fresh lilies. You may wish to also 
offer seasonal fruit, local honey, and anything that you feel represents what 
you want in a mate. For example, you might also offer catnip if you would 
like a playful lover or a lover who pursues you (rather than you pursuing 
them, or both pursuing each other in turn). Or you might offer damiana liqueur 
if you need a partner who will enjoy submitting to your dominant tendencies 
(or the other way around!). 

Speak to the first man and the first woman. Make your petition. Tell them 
what you’ve learned about love so far and why you are ready for a mate now. 
Tell them what you want in a relationship. Be especially clear about whether 
you want cohabitation, marriage, children, or any combination of the above. 

Offer them song. If you don’t feel comfortable making music yourself, play 
them your favorite love songs froma record player. Pay attention to the lyrics 


and whether you notice anything about these songs that you hadn’t noticed 
before. 

After the candles burn down, bury the offerings in the earth or compost 
them. As you do so, remember that every relationship ends someday. Either 
you break up, or you die. Grief is the price we pay for love. The cost of these 
offerings is nothing compared to the price you will pay one day. 


A Spell to Get a Job 


Listen. I know looking for a job is scary. Writing a résumé, filling out an 
online application that forces you to retype that same résumé all over again, 
and going on interview after interview can be miserable. But here’s the thing: 
it’s designed to be miserable. That process isn’t about finding the best or 
most qualified candidate. It’s about keeping you convinced, months and years 
after you get that job and the honeymoon period has worn off, that you were 
lucky to get it and you should put up with whatever sorrow that job causes. 
It’s about keeping you convinced that you need them more than they need you. 
But the boss needs you more than you need the boss. 

Most spells to get a job focus on attracting offers, sweetening hiring 
managers, and tripping up other candidates. The central metaphor is that you 
as a qualified candidate are hunting a job, the same way our ancestors hunted 
animals to stay alive. But there are so many hiring managers out there 
struggling to find a qualified candidate. They’re actually the ones hunting for 
you. If anything, the problem is that their voices forma chorus when you need 
to pick just one soloist. 

So if more traditional spells to get a job haven’t worked for you, try this 
one. Go out and find yourself a bouquet of flowers. From it, pick one flower. 
That’s the only flower you can have from this particular bouquet on this 
particular day. There will be other bouquets on other days, but today, you can 
only pick one. Take the flower home and make the most of it: put it in a 
beautiful vase, water it, place it somewhere important where guests can see 


it. As you know, it won’t last forever. It will wilt and rot, just like any other. 
When you're ready, throw it out and get a new one. 


A Spell to Heal 


Go out into nature, bringing the person who will heal (if different from 
yourself). You’re looking for a peaceful place where you feel the hum of 
nature, but go only as far as the condition of the person who wishes to be 
healed will allow. Lie down for a moment and let the earth cradle you. Make 
an offering of tobacco: loose tobacco for rolling cigarettes is perfect for this, 
but if that’s hard to obtain in your area, you can buy a pack of unfiltered 
cigarettes and break one apart. Ask for a piece of this place to return with 
you to your home. This might be a stone, a leaf, or a flower. Bring it back 
with you to your altar, or give it to the person who 1s healing to take with 
them. You or that person can hold it whenever there is need for peace and 
tranquility. 


A Spell to Inoculate Yourself against Despair 

This spell works best if repeated on the first Friday of every month, or if 
performed on the feast of the Sacred Heart. Like Easter, the date of this feast 
changes every year based on the lunar calendar, so you'll have to look it up. 
But it occurs nineteen days after Pentecost, which is always a Friday in May, 
June, or July. If that timing doesn’t work for you, aim for the first Friday of 
the month. Incidentally, Catholics of a more traditional bent perform a 
special devotion to the Sacred Heart on the first Friday of the month for nine 
consecutive months to ensure a good death. 

Obtain an image of the Sacred Heart. The Sacred Heart is typically 
depicted on fire, surrounded by a circle of thorns, bleeding out its side, with 
a cross growing out of it. Itis a symbol of suffering and love. Devotion to the 
Sacred Heart was popularized by Saint Margaret Mary Alacoque, a French 
nun and mystic. But the image itself is far older than that, and like much of 


Christianity, has its roots in Pagan Mysteries. She claimed to have learned 
the devotion from Jesus himself through a series of apparitions between 1673 
and 1675. In one of these apparitions, Jesus plucked out her heart and placed 
it in the fire of his own sacred heart, where it was burned up. He then 
replaced her heart with a flame. 

Place your image of the Sacred Heart on your ancestor altar and meditate 
on it. Think about how your ancestors suffered in their lives, and how they 
loved. Let your eyes wander through each part of the image and make up a 
story to go along with it. This can be the story of the crucifixion, or another 
story: a story from your life about a cross you have born, or a story from your 
family about a cross one of your ancestors carried in their life. Memorize the 
image. 

In times of hardship, visualize that heart where your heart is. When you 
feel like the despair is too much for your heart to take, set your heart on fire 
and let it burn up those feelings. Remember that your ancestors have suffered 
in ways far greater than you are suffering right now. That’s not to trivialize 
how you feel, or to say that you don’t have the right to feel upset. Feelings 
aren’t trivial, and you don’t need a right to feel any way at all! But it does 
mean that you are made of stronger stuff than you might realize. 


A Spell to Learn Who Your Real Friends Are 


Create something. You will discover who your real friends are immediately 
upon creating something. 


A Spell to Make New Friends 


While the moon is waxing, take a piece of silver—jewelry or a coin—to 
your ancestor altar. It can be an old piece that you already own, or something 
new you acquired recently. Spend a moment with your ancestors and ask 
them how to be a good friend. Depending on how much you have practiced 
mediumship, you may find that the answer comes right away. If not, don’t 


fret: sometimes you just need to wait and clear your mind and listen. 
Otherwise, the answer may come to you in a dream that night. 

The next day, wear or keep the silver on your person and go out into the 
world. When you meet a new friend, ask them how to be a good friend to 
them specifically. As your friendship grows deeper, ask them how you can be 
a better friend to them. 

Focus on doing right by people so you’re ready when the right people 
show up in your life. Don’t worry about the people who don’t stick around; 
short friendships can be beautiful too, and just because a friendship ends 
poorly doesn’t mean the beginning and middle weren’t beautiful and 
worthwhile. 


A Spell to Move to a Different Town or City 
Start doing all the things you’ve been putting off doing since you moved here 
to begin with. Do the touristy stuff, the stuff you always thought you had all 
the time in the world to do. 
At night, look up and find the star you need to follow. Remember which 
direction it’s pointing out to you. With your hands, mime drawing a bow and 
shooting an arrow at the star. 


A Spell to Multiply Fortune 
This is a spell we all cast, whether we want to or not, whether we realize it 
or not. It grows stronger every year that we spend on earth. It’s called our 
reputation, and it periodically swings back like a boomerang to smack us in 
the face. 

A long time ago, I worked for a deeply incompetent and oddly cruel man. 
Let’s call him Joe. Joe was an executive at a company where I was one of the 
youngest employees. He thought nothing of making everyone around him 
miserable, and certainly someone as junior as I was at the time was no 
exception. Several years later, I was sitting at my desk at a much better job 


when my phone rang. I usually don’t answer the phone unless I recognize the 
phone number calling, but I took one look at it and knew this conversation 
had to happen. The caller had been tasked with doing a thorough review on 
Joe, who was now interviewing for an extremely important and highly paid 
role at a different, prestigious company. The caller wanted my opinion 
specifically as someone who had been a low-level employee working under 
him. So I spent about an hour on the phone that day, sharing the detailed notes 
I had kept in my journal at the time about his various misdeeds and sharing 
the contact information of coworkers who could corroborate that information. 
Needless to say, Joe did not get that job. 

I’m sure there have been times when I’ve been in Joe’s shoes and my 
reputation has held me back personally or professionally. I wish that when I 
was younger, I had been more careful about defending my reputation. People 
will walk in and out of your life all the time, but their idea of you will be 
frozen in time. 

Your ancestors care about your reputation because it affects the quality of 
your life. They can hook you up with all sorts of opportunities, but it won’t 
matter how well you do in an interview if your references have nothing but 
bad things to say about you. Even more profoundly, your ancestors care about 
your reputation because your name is literally their name. Everything you do 
under your name reflects on them. 

Here are a few ways you can keep that name clean: 


¢ If you need to share sensitive information, do so in person or over the 
phone. Avoid writing it down. Compose everything you write as though the 
whole world will read it. 


¢ Pick your friends carefully. People will judge you based on the company 
you keep. 


¢ Treat social media like a commercial or advertisement for yourself as a 
friend, employee, and so on. Remember that just because you set your 


profile so that only your friends can see it, that doesn’t mean the only 
people who will see it are really your friends. 


¢ Learn how to deflect uncomfortable questions. When in doubt, take a 
breath and respond, “Why do you ask?” 


¢ Cite your sources, especially your teachers. When you compliment them, 
your own reputation benefits because you are their student. 


¢ Bake sweet things to bring to any gathering. Pray over the sugar (or other 
sweetener) that the people who eat your baked goods will think sweet 
thoughts and say sweet words about you. 


¢ Remember the mantra: “It’s a small world after all.” It can be a blessing 
or a curse. 


A Spell to Protect Someone or Something 

Get a picture of whoever or whatever it is you would like to protect and a 
Saint Michael candle. If you don’t have easy access to votive candles like 
that, get a regular glass-encased candle (ideally red in color), print out your 
favorite picture of Saint Michael, and use a glue stick to paste it onto the 
candle. Bore holes in the candle and drop oil or a very small amount of 
ground protective herbs or resins, such as frankincense or basil in the holes. 
Remember that less is more when it comes to herbs and candles—too much 
and it can become a fire hazard. 

Say a prayer to Saint Michael or invoke your ancestors who were in the 
military, police, fire department ... or organized crime. Place the candle on 
top of the photo and light it. If the danger has not passed by the time the 
candle has burned down, light another candle. When the danger is over and 
your target is safe, offer the ancestors you invoked some liquor, tobacco, or 
both. 


A Spell to Remove the Evil Eye 


Belief in the evil eye is found throughout the Mediterranean and in Latin 
America. Its effects range from minor annoyances to the potentially lethal. It 
is often caused by envy and is thus rarely given intentionally. 

An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure, so you may wish to 
obtain an amulet to protect against the evil eye such as a Turkish nazar (one 
of the most common amulets against the evil eye, usually a round blue and 
black eye) or an Italian cornicello (a charm that looks like a horn, often red 
or gold). If you are caught without such an amulet, you can discreetly form 
your hand into a fist and slip your thumb between your pointer and middle 
fingers as an apotropaic gesture called the “fig.” 

Should you find yourself in a situation where you think the evil eye has 
been placed on a loved one, try the following folk remedy. Take a small 
amount of olive oil to your ancestor altar. Pray that they will conjure any evil 
eye that may have been placed on your loved one intentionally or 
unintentionally into the oil. Place a dish of water over the victim’s head and 
add some of the oil drop by drop. Look at the patterns it forms. Do any of 
them look like eyes? (They will jump right out at you if they’re there.) Prick 
any eyes that you see in the oil with a pin or cut them with scissors. When 
you’re done, dump the water and oil down the toilet. 


A Spell to Remove Negative 


Environmental Influences 

This spell can only be performed for another person; it cannot be done for 
yourself. You will need a metal basin full of warm water, soap, a washcloth, 
and a towel. Unlike most spells included in this section, I do not recommend 
adding music, incense, or other sensual elements; it’s nice to keep this one 
simple. To the basin, you may wish to add holy water or water from a natural 
source such as spring water or seawater. 

Invite your subject to sit in a chair. Take off their shoes and have them 
place their feet in the water. Let them relax and soak for a moment. This can 


be a good time to talk to them about what led you both to this moment, 
because your defenses are down. 

When you both feel ready, wash your subject’s feet. We often forget about 
our feet, but they do so much for us: they hold us up and move us through this 
world. As such, they represent our pride and independence. A wise man once 
told me that the elders in his extraordinarily long-lived family taught him that 
the two most important things to take care of were the feet and the teeth. 
Without these in good health, quality of life declines rapidly. Even a mild 
foot injury can cause subtle changes to the way you walk which in turn 
damage the knees, hips, and then the back. Damage to the foot travels up the 
body. 

The feet are also the site of our connection to the earth, and thus, the 
ancestors. As we walk, run, or dance on our feet, we strike the soil and send 
a vibration through the bones buried in the earth. Every time we walk, the 
ancestors hear it. 

As you go about washing your subject’s feet, pray softly to their ancestors. 
Tell them that their child is hurting and needs their help to remove whatever 
it is they stepped in. Ask them to cease the spread of any damage that has 
entered the body through the feet, and to heal whatever harm has already been 
done. 

Foot washing is a potent ritual in Christianity. It is often performed during 
Maundy Thursday (the Thursday before Easter) services in imitation of the 
humility and selfless love that Christ demonstrated when he washed the feet 
of his disciples at the Last Supper (John 13:1—15). It’s important to 
remember the cultural context in which this was done: washing the feet of 
guests, who would have been walking in sandals along dusty roads, was an 
act of hospitality typically performed by the wife or a servant of the host. 
When we wash feet, we make ourselves humble in order to be of service to 
others. Paradoxically, some people believe that each foot washing that you 
perform with pure, spiritual intent builds your own magical potency. 

When you are done, rinse the feet with some clean water. Dry the feet. If 
you want to, you can take some oil and make a small cross on the soles. You 


can use a condition oil prepared for a particular goal or pray over a small 
amount of olive oil for general blessing. 


A Spell for Success in Any and All Endeavors 
Like the preceding spell, this spell can only be performed for another person; 
it cannot be done for yourself. You will need a towel, a bottle of oil, and a 
bowl full of water. (I absolutely love the feel of a Victorian washstand with a 
pitcher and basin for this ritual, but that’s just me.) I recommend having 
something nice and scented to add to the water, such as Florida water, rose 
water, or the petals of fresh flowers. 

Have the subject hold their hands over the bow! while you rinse them with 
the water. As you do so, imagine the hands of their ancestors reaching out to 
them through the water. Maybe they are lending the subject a helping hand to 
assist in whatever must be done. Maybe they are shaking the subject’s hands, 
as if to congratulate them on a job well done. Maybe they are holding the 
subject’s hands as a sign of encouragement and support. 

Just as our feet are the site of connection with the earth and receptive to 
earthly influences, so are the hands the channel through which we influence 
the world in turn. Most of us perform our jobs with our hands, regardless of 
what color our collar is. We greet each other using our hands, either by 
waving or by shaking hands, perhaps to signal that we are friendly and don’t 
have a weapon. 

Our language reflects the importance of hands in our work: when we only 
have just enough to get by, we are living from hand to mouth. When we need 
everyone to make an effort, we ask for all hands on deck. And when we want 
someone to refrain from intervening, we ask them to sit on their hands. We 
can be safe in someone’s hands, or we can die at the hands of someone else. 
The word “manipulate” comes from the Latin manipulus, meaning “handful.” 
In magic, the hands can represent power, skill, influence, ownership, and 
career matters. 


And of course, the hands can also represent fate. Palmistry hasn’t enjoyed 
the same resurgence in popularity as tarot cards and astrology have in recent 
years, but it is still practiced by many people around the world. Some people 
even believe that you can sweeten someone’s fate by rubbing a sweet-scented 
oil into the lines that carve out their fate in their palm. 

Dry your subject’s hands. Hold the oil in your own hands, heating it to 
your body temperature. As you do so, pray over the oil to the subject’s 
ancestors, asking them to remove any blockages to their child’s success, to 
guide them and support them on their path, and to give them the strength to 
face whatever obstacles they may encounter. You can choose the oil 
according to the nature of a specific endeavor the subject is hoping to 
succeed in, such as a condition oil prepared by a spiritual supplier. You can 
just as easily add your own essential oils to a carrier 011 such as almond or 
jojoba oil. For example, you might use mint oil for success in money matters; 
rosemary for success in any feat that requires good memory, such as 
preparing for an exam; lavender for purifying the spirit; or orange for 
happiness. And olive oil is always appropriate for any magic that calls upon 
the power of the ancestors. 

Apply the oil to the subject’s hands and arms using gentle, circular strokes. 
In Swedish massage, this movement is called effleurage; it is used at the 
beginning and end of a massage and as linking movement between other 
strokes. It warms up the body to receive deeper stimulation, whether that is 
the physical stimulation of massage or the metaphysical stimulation of magic 
(or both). With the oil applied and the hands and arms in a receptive state, 
you can now massage the palm. You can freestyle this, or use standard 
massage techniques if you know any. Either way, make sure to imagine the 
lines of palm being made softer and sweeter by the oil. 

Don’t forget the fingers! You might want to gently squeeze the space 
between each joint, then squeeze and slide as though you’re taking a ring off 
of each finger. As you do this, imagine the hands being strong, effective, and 
radiating power out into the world. 


A Spell to Turn the Tables 
When the Game Is Almost Lost 


This spell incorporates the power of Psalm 130, one of the seven penitential 
Psalms. Psalm 130 has captured the imagination of Jews and Christians both, 
perhaps because it starts with such a dramatic opening line as seen in the 
King James Version: 


Out of the depths have I cried unto thee, O Lord. Lord, hear my 
voice: let thine ears be attentive to the voice of my supplications. 
If thou, Lord, shouldest mark iniquities, O Lord, who shall 
stand? But there is forgiveness with thee, that thou mayest be 
feared. I wait for the Lord, my soul doth wait, and in his word do 
I hope. My soul waiteth for the Lord more than they that watch 
for the morning: I say, more than they that watch for the 
morning. Let Israel hope in the Lord: for with the Lord there is 
mercy, and with him is plenteous redemption. And he shall 


redeem Israel from all their iniquities.’° 


What are these depths, exactly? In The Book of Psalms: A Translation 
with Commentary, Robert Alter explains that this phrase refers to “the 


depths of the sea, which in turn is an image of the realm of death.” '° Other 
famous Biblical passages, including the story of creation, the dwelling of 
Leviathan, and Jesus calming the storm reflect the idea that the depths of the 
sea are a place of fear, chaos, and danger. 

As with any of the Psalms, the applications of Psalm 130 vary from 
practitioner to practitioner. It is recited in Jewish liturgy before the open 
Torah ark during the morning service from Rosh Hashanah until Yom Kippur. 
It is also recited in times of communal distress. Practitioners of hoodoo, who 
are largely Protestant African-Americans, may use this Psalm for a variety of 
magical ends. Anna Riva lists spells that employ it to “compel others to 


come to one’s assistance” and to “gain power over others,” *’ while Miss 


Michaele and Professor Charles Porterfield suggest that it can be recited “to 


the four quarters when passing by sentries in a war zone.” *' 

Catholics in particular seem to associate Psalm 130 with the dead, 
perhaps because of its inclusion in the Office of the Dead, a cycle of prayers 
recited at various points in the day on November 2 for the souls in Purgatory. 
But the entire Office of the Dead, or just Psalm 130, can be recited for a 
specific deceased person on any day of the year. 

With this background in mind, I offer the following suggestion for practice. 
We are combining practical sorcery with the elevation of the dead. I think the 
hardest part of this spell is knowing when to do it. Are you really in the 
depths? Have you really hit rock bottom yet? Are you praying for yourself, 
for your ancestors, or both? 

Rise before dawn. Write the name of your opponent or oppressor on a 
piece of paper. I prefer a square of rugged paper torn carefully from a 
grocery bag, but that 1s mostly an aesthetic choice and, having made papers 
like this since I was in high school, now a strong force of habit. On the 
reverse side, write out Psalm 130 carefully and with devotion, taking a 
moment to really pray each line. Light a candle and let it burn over the paper 
on your ancestor altar. The room should otherwise be dark. Watch the sun 
rise. 


A Spell to Understand Someone 

Often, conflict arises due to lack of understanding. On more than one 
occasion, I’ve watched two people argue and not realize they were actually 
in full agreement with one another; one person was clearly thinking about the 
next point they wanted to make the whole time the other one was speaking. If 
you find yourself clashing with someone often, it may be time for this spell. 

Get a picture of them or write their name out on a piece of paper. (For 
whatever reason, I never use printer paper or lined notebook paper in 
spellwork. I only use grocery bags torn into pieces of paper that are about 


four inches by four inches.) Place it on your ancestor altar under a glass of 
water. 

Pray to your ancestors. Describe to them the times you’ve found yourself 
in conflict with this person. Explain what you don’t understand about them. 
Ask them to help you. Drink the water. Take your time, but finish the glass. 
As you do so, allow your mind to wander. 

Repeat this spell as often as you need to until you see a meaningful change 
in your relationship. 


A Spell to Win Favor and 
Influence People at Work 


People typically want to like their coworkers. You have that much going for 
you already. They might not want to hang out with you or be friends with you, 
but they want to like you enough that being around you at work isn’t painful. 
Make a list of the names of everyone you need to influence at work. The 
choosing of the names is the spell. Who do you need to influence, and why? 
Who determines whether you will be successful? Who can make your job a 


joy ... or a burden? 
Keep your list somewhere discreet so you can reference it often. 
Remember that list whenever you are talking to anyone on it. 
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CONCLUSION 


REMEMBERING 
THE FUTURE 


he book you hold in your hands started as an online course taught for 
the first time in the fall of 2017. I saw the process of brainstorming, writing, 
and teaching that course as an opportunity to practice what I preach, so to 
speak. Throughout those months, I rigorously followed my own 
recommendations as I refined them to share with my students. 

The course was inspired by my ancestors themselves. Initially, I planned 
to teach a course on Italian folklore drawing on the material I’ve spent years 
collecting for my blog, Italian Folk Magic. I had a million things to say about 
the topic, so I cleared my schedule one Saturday (something I find very hard 
to do as a New Yorker with a demanding corporate job) and sat down to 
write. I sat there for hours but didn’t write a word. I sketched out a dozen 
outlines or more, but nothing felt quite right to me. 

The next day after Mass, I refreshed the water on my ancestor altar, lit 
some candles, and offered some incense. Then I began to pray. I opened my 
heart up to mediumship in the manner I am accustomed to, and I received a 
clear answer: it was time to write a very different course than what I 
originally had in mind. That was the first of many moments in the process of 
writing the course in which I reached out to my ancestors through prayer. 
Many other key decisions concerning how to structure and teach the course 
were advised by them either through mediumship or in dreams. The number 
of students I would accept in the course was revealed in a dream. And during 
a session of prayer, I was instructed to allow students to enroll “by 


household” instead of as individuals so it would not be cost-prohibitive for 
entire families to take the course together. (In the end, about half of the 
enrollments were households rather than individuals.) 

There were times in the creative process when the consolation of my 
ancestors was the only thing that kept me going. I’m not a professional 
spiritualist, rootworker, or author. I had never done anything like this before. 
My lack of professional experience and the responsibility I felt to my 
students weighed heavily on me. And there were times when I suffered great 
disappointment from people I was counting on for support who didn’t come 
through for me. Even in those dark moments full of doubt, my dreams showed 
me how to persevere. I’m glad I did, because the course was a success in the 
way that endeavors guided and blessed by the ancestors so often are. 

The course sold out within days, after which hundreds of people joined the 
waiting list for the next session. When the course ended, the feedback from 
my students was tremendously positive. Many of them shared stories about 
how they ended up in the course that had a common theme: they decided they 
wanted to start a serious ancestor veneration practice, and within days 
discovered my course through happenstance. 

None of this would have happened without the support of the ancestors. 


I was offered the opportunity to write this book two days after my birthday. 
The first thing I did was text my parents and my little sister. And of course, 
the first thing they asked me was: “What is your book about?” 

Oh boy, I was not ready for that question. 

After some careful consideration, I responded: “It’s about honoring our 
ancestors and the sacrifices they made so we could live better lives than they 
got to.” 

It might surprise you to hear this coming from someone writing a book 
about magic, but I come from a very normal family. We were taught the 
principles of ancestor veneration but within a secular context. When my 
sister and I were growing up, our parents wanted us to know about the 


sacrifices our immigrant grandparents and great-grandparents made so we 
could live a better life than they did. Our parents also taught us how we fit 
into this scheme. I have a vivid memory of my father explaining it to me this 
way: every generation makes life better for the next. From a very young age, 
this was the understanding I had of what the point of it all is. Beyond this, 
however, very few religious, philosophical, or political values were 
transmitted. We were more or less free to figure out the rest of it, so long as 
we understood the fundamental truth about ancestors and sacrifice. 

So, I would say I grew up in an ancestor-venerating home, even if my 
grandmother did not initiate me into my family’s witchcraft tradition or 
anything so exotic. I’m sure people in my family had mediumistic 
experiences or encounters with ghosts; most people do at some point in their 
lives, even the most normal people. And even outside of those undeniably 
weird experiences, we are all constantly processing complex information 
from both the material world and its spiritual counterpart on an unconscious 
level. 

In a way, I have even more respect for the people who manage to do this 
without the symbols and vocabulary to organize the information. I’ve seen my 
parents go through something like this when preparing for my wedding and 
after each death in the family, allowing themselves to be guided by instinct to 
put together effective rituals without the benefit of being able to perform 
divination or having been trained in a spiritual tradition. And honestly, ’m 
not sure I could do that, which is maybe why I was driven to explore this 
topic, even though it meant breaking free from the secular, materialist 
framework of my education and cultural context. 

And perhaps, there’s just one amendment I would make to the obligation I 
was raised with: it’s not just that every generation must make life better for 
the next—it’s that every generation must make life better than even seems 
possible to them. The humble recognition that we don’t know everything 
Opens us up to futures we couldn’t otherwise imagine. Hope for the future is 
the other side of ancestral obligation. As Rebecca Solnit shrewdly observes: 


When you recognize uncertainty, you recognize that you may be 
able to influence the outcomes—you alone or you in concert with 
a few dozen or several million others. Hope is an embrace of the 
unknown and unknowable, an alternative to the certainty of both 
optimists and pessimists. Optimists think it will all be fine 
without our involvement; pessimists take the opposite position; 
both excuse themselves from acting. It’s the belief that what we 
do matters even though how and when it may matter, who and 


what it may impact, are not things we can know beforehand.” 


I have already seen a ripple effect in my family after committing to write 
this book. Days after ““What is your book about,” I received another text from 
my mother. She was at dinner with my paternal grandfather, a man I know 
with about as much certainty as I know the future, which is to say: not at all. 
She told him about my book. Surprisingly, hearing about it inspired him to 
talk about his family and immigrating from Italy, a topic that both of my 
grandfathers find incredibly painful and typically avoid in conversation. But 
that night, he told my parents for the first time why our family immigrated. 

His father had converted to Pentecostalism after missionaries from the 
United States came to their hometown. But in April 1935, historians tell us 
that “the Fascist government issued a decree (the so-called Circolare 
Buffarimi-Guidi) that banned all religious activities of the Pentecostals, 
arguing that their religious practices were dangerous for the safety of the 


population and for the continuity of the ‘Italian race.’ ” °°’ With the fascist 
government jailing his coreligionists, my great-grandfather took his family 
and fled the country. 

It was around the time my mother shared that story with me that I realized 
she actually might read this book. And even if she was the only person who 
ever read it, I would still be happy because that’s the only thing I cared 
about. 

I acknowledge that some people may have trouble with the contents of this 
book. Trouble might arise because it pushes too hard on some of our culture’s 


fundamental assumptions about what death is and how much influence the 
dead have on the living. And other readers may instead feel a twinge of 
disappointment that so much of what [ve described looks less like a 
glamorous witchy photoshoot and more like chores. A good portion of this 
book is dedicated to cooking, cleaning, and praying, things that rarely make 
for good posts on Instagram. 

We can see devotional activities as burdens that keep us from living, or as 
the privileges that life accords us. Today is another day full of chances to 
cook for one another, experience the simple joy of a clean floor, or sit quietly 
before a lit candle and pray. 

The ancient Romans viewed the home as the microcosm in contrast to the 
state, the macrocosm. Their household religion was the entire world writ 
small. Consequently, there was tremendous pressure to adhere to certain 
standards of household devotion. One household engaging in heresy or 
disorderly practice was a threat to the whole country because the house stood 
for the country the same way Hollywood logic tells us a Voodoo doll stands 
for a person. The household cult would either continue propping up the 
world as it was known or tear it down. Once you grasp this truth, you have 
the power and responsibility of wielding it. 

Now, we get to decide how we make a home and who we invite inside that 
home. We get to decide what foods we cook and what rituals we enact, 
what’s really important and what can be safely cast aside. Each decision 
about how we make a home may seem inconsequential to some. But if public 
life 1s the rudder that steers the course of history, then private life, the 
intimacy we share with blood and chosen family within our home, is the 
current that rudder must contend with. 

As any good host knows, you can’t force a party to happen. You can send 
out the invitations. You can buy the food. You can make a playlist. But it’s 
still possible that no one will show up. Or if they do show up, they might sit 
quietly and awkwardly in their own worlds instead of really communing with 
one another. You can only create the conditions that are conducive to a party 


happening. The rest is up to God. And the same is true for magic and 
revolutions. 

What you find along the way in your ancestor veneration practice is 
entirely for you to discover. I can’t tell you exactly what problems you'll 
solve or what windfalls you'll be blessed with. I can’t tell you what wisdom 
your ancestors will share with you. That wisdom will depend on who they 
were and who you are. 

I have been charged with sharing one message to the masses from the dead, 
the whole reason for this book, which I’m sure they’! tell you someday too: 


it is so good 

it is so good 

it is so good 
to be 
alive 
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“This book makes a multigenerational advance in working with one’s 
ancestors while bridging the gaps and healing the wounds of a 
much-overlooked aspect of western spirituality. Bravo!” 
—Christopher Orapello, coauthor of Besom, Stang, and Sword 
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spells, family recipes, and even practices like music and dancing to help you open 


this wonderful new dimension of your spiritual journey. 
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MALLORIE€ VAUDOISE isa spiritualist, folk Catholic, and witch of Italian 
descent based in New York City. Her blog Italian Folk Magic is one of the 
most popular English-language resources on the topic. Mallorie is an initiated 
Olorisha (Orisha priestess) and an apprentice in the ecstatic music and dance 
traditions of her ancestors. Visit Mallorie online at www.roadsideomens.com. 


Facebook.com/UewellynBooks $1 6.99 US 


Twitter: @LiewellynBooks 
riaaacnouie cna dail @LlewellynBooks Vi O- 7387 -6100-8 


$1699 
www.Llewellyn.com no) | | 
HOO 9 "780738"761008 


UEwtlrn 


